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DREAMS 


for 


Sleepwalkers 


The Frolic 


In a beautiful home in a beautiful part of town—the town of Nolgate, site of 
the state prison—Dr. Munck examined the evening newspaper while his 
young wife lounged on a sofa nearby, lazily flipping through the colorful 
parade of a fashion magazine. Their daughter Norleen was upstairs asleep, or 
perhaps she was illicitly enjoying an after-hours session with the new 
television she’d received on her birthday the week before. If so, her violation 
went undetected by her parents in the living room, where all was quiet. The 
neighborhood outside the house was quiet, too, as it was day and night. All of 
Nolgate was quiet, for it was not a place with much of a night life, save 
perhaps at the bar where the prison’s correctional officers congregated. Such 
persistent quiet made the doctor’s wife fidgety with her existence in a locale 
that seemed light-years from the nearest metropolis. But thus far Leslie did 
not complain of the lethargy of their lives. She knew her husband was quite 
dedicated to his new professional duties in this new place. Perhaps tonight, 
though, he would exhibit more of those symptoms of disenchantment with his 
work that she had been meticulously observing in him of late. 

“How did it go today, David?” she asked, her radiant eyes peeking over 
the magazine cover, where another pair of eyes radiated a glossy gaze. “You 
were pretty quiet at dinner.” 

“It went about the same,” said Dr. Munck without lowering the small- 
town newspaper to look at his wife. 


“Does that mean you don’t want to talk about it?” 


He folded the newspaper backwards and his upper body appeared. 
“That’s how it sounded, didn’t it?” 

“Yes, it certainly did. Are you okay?” Leslie asked, laying aside the 
magazine on the coffee table and offering her complete attention. 

“Severely doubting, that’s how I am.” He said this with a kind of far-off 
reflectiveness. Leslie now saw a chance to delve a little deeper. 

“Anything particularly doubtful?” 

“Only everything,” he answered. 

“Shall I make us drinks?” 

“That would be much appreciated.” 

Leslie walked to another part of the living room and from a large cabinet 
pulled out some bottles and some glasses. From the kitchen she brought out a 
supply of ice cubes in a brown plastic bucket. The sounds of drink-making 
were the only intrusion upon the living room’s plush quiet. The drapes were 
drawn on all windows except the one in the corner where an Aphrodite 
sculpture posed. Beyond that window was a deserted streetlighted street and 
a piece of moon above the opulent leafage of spring trees. 

“Here you go. A little drinky for my hard-working darling,” she said, 
handing him a glass that was very thick at its base and tapered almost 
undetectably toward its rim. 

“Thanks, I really needed one of these.” 

“Why? Problems at the hospital?” 

“I wish you'd stop calling it a hospital. It’s a prison, as you well know.” 

“Yes, of course.” 

“You could say the word prison once in a while.” 

“All right, then. How’s things at the prison, dear? Boss on your case? 
Inmates acting up?” Leslie checked herself before things spiraled into an 
argument. She took a deep gulp from her drink and calmed herself. “I’m sorry 
about the snideness, David.” 

“No, I deserved it. ’m projecting my anger onto you. I think you’ve 
known for some time what I can’t bring myself to admit.” 

“Which is?” Leslie prompted. 


“Which is that maybe it was not the wisest decision to move here and 
take this saintly mission upon my psychologist’s shoulders.” 

Her husband’s remark indicated an even more acute mood of 
demoralization than Leslie had hoped for. But somehow his words did not 
cheer her the way she thought they would. She could distantly hear the 
moving van pulling up to the house, but the sound was no longer as pleasing 
as it once was. 

“You said you wanted to do something more than treat urban neuroses. 
Something more meaningful, more challenging.” 

“What I wanted, masochistically, was a thankless job, an impossible one. 
And I got it.” 

“Ts it really that bad?” Leslie inquired, not quite believing she asked the 
question with such encouraging skepticism about the actual severity of the 
situation. She congratulated herself for placing David’s self-esteem above her 
own desire for a change of venue, important as she felt this was. 

“T’m afraid it is that bad. When I first visited the prison’s psychiatric unit 
and met the other doctors, I swore I wouldn’t become as hopelessly cynical as 
they were. Things would be different with me. I overestimated myself by a 
wide margin, though. Today one of the orderlies was beaten up again by two 
of the prisoners, excuse me, ‘patients.’ Last week it was Dr. Valdman. That’s 
why I was so edgy on Norleen’s birthday. So far I’ve been lucky. All they do 
is spit at me. Well, they can all rot in that hellhole as far as ’'m concerned.” 

David felt his own words lingering atmospherically in the room, tainting 
the serenity of the house. Until then their home had been an insular haven 
beyond the contamination of the prison, an imposing structure outside the 
town limits. Now its psychic imposition transcended the limits of physical 
distance. Inner distance constricted, and David sensed the massive prison 
walls shadowing the cozy neighborhood outside. 

“Do you know why I was late tonight?” he asked his wife. 

“No, why?” 

“Because I had an overlong chat with a fellow who hasn’t got a name 


yet.” 


“The one you told me about who won’t tell anyone where he’s from or 
what his real name is?” 

“That’s him. He’s the standout example of the pernicious monstrosity of 
that place. A real beauty, that guy. One for the books. Absolute madness 
paired with a sharp cunning. Because of his cute little name game, he was 
classified as unsuitable for the general prison population and thus we in the 
psychiatric section ended up with him. According to him, though, he has 
plenty of names, no less than a thousand, none of which he’s condescended to 
speak in anyone’s presence. It’s hard to imagine that he has a name like 
everyone else. And we're stuck with him, no name and all.” 

“Do you call him that, ‘no name’?” 

“Maybe we should, but no, we don’t.” 

“So what do you call him, then?” 

“Well, he was convicted as John Doe, and since then everyone refers to 
him as that. They’ve yet to uncover any official documentation on him. It’s as 
if he just dropped out of nowhere. His fingerprints don’t match any record of 
previous convictions. He was picked up in a stolen car parked in front of an 
elementary school. An observant neighbor reported him as a suspicious 
character frequently seen in the area. Everyone was on the alert, I guess, after 
the first few disappearances from the school, and the police were watching 
him just as he was walking a new victim to his car. That’s when they made 
the arrest. But his version of the story is a little different. He says he was fully 
aware of his pursuers and expected, even wanted, to be caught, convicted, and 
put in a penitentiary.” 

“Why?” 

“Why? Who knows? When you ask a psychopath to explain himself, it 
only becomes more confusing. And John Doe is chaos itself.” 

“What do you mean?” asked Leslie. Her husband emitted a short burst 
of laughter and then fell silent, as if scouring his mind for the right words. 

“Okay, here’s a little scene from an interview I had with him today. I 
asked him if he knew why he was in prison.” 


“For frolicking,’ he said. 


“‘What does that mean?’ I asked. 

“His reply was: ‘Mean, mean, mean. You’re a meany, that’s what you 
are.” 

“That childish ranting somehow sounded to me as if he were mimicking 
his victims. I'd really had enough right then but foolishly continued the 
interview. 

“Do you know why you can’t leave here?’ I calmly asked with a poor 
variant of my original inquiry. 

“‘Who says I can’t? Pll just go when I want to. But I don’t want to go 
yet.” 

“‘Why not?’ I naturally questioned. 

“‘T just got here,’ he said. ‘Thought I'd take a holiday. Frolicking the way 
I do can be exhausting sometimes. I want to be in with all the others. Quite a 
rousing atmosphere, I expect. When can I go with them, when can I?” 

“Can you believe that? It would be cruel, though, to put him in general 
population, not to say he doesn’t deserve such cruelty. The average inmate 
doesn’t look favorably on Doe’s kind of crime. They see it as reflecting badly 
on them, being that they’re just your garden variety armed robbers, 
murderers, and whatnot. Everyone needs to feel they’re better than someone 
else. There’s really no predicting what would happen if we put him in there 
and the others found out what he was convicted for.” 

“So he has to stay in the psychiatric unit for the rest of his term?” asked 
Leslie. 

“He doesn’t think so. Being interred in a maximum security correctional 
facility is his idea of a holiday, remember? He thinks he can leave whenever 
he wants.” 

“And can he?” asked Leslie with a firm absence of facetiousness in her 
voice. This had always been one of her weightiest fears about living in a 
prison town—that not far from their own backyard there was a horde of 
fiends plotting to escape through what she envisioned as rather papery walls. 
To raise a child in such surroundings was the prime objection she had to her 


husband’s work. 


“I told you before, Leslie, there have been very few successful escapes 
from that prison. If an inmate does get beyond the walls, his first impulse is 
always one of practical self-preservation. So he tries to get as far away as 
possible from this town, which is probably the safest place to be in the event 
of an escape. Anyway, most escapees are apprehended within hours after 
they’ve broken out.” 

“What about a prisoner like John Doe? Does he have a sense of ‘practical 
self-preservation, or would he rather just hang around and do what he does 
somewhere that’s conveniently located?” 

“Prisoners like that don’t escape in the normal course of things. They 
just bounce off the walls but not over them. You know what I mean?” 

Leslie said she understood, but this did not in the least lessen the potency 
of her fears, which found their source in an imaginary prison in an imaginary 
town, one where anything could happen as long as it approached the hideous. 
Morbidity had never been her strong suit, and she loathed its intrusion on her 
character. And for all his ready reassurance about the able security of the 
prison, David also seemed to be profoundly uneasy. He was sitting very still 
now, holding his drink between his knees and appearing to listen for 
something. 

“What’s wrong, David?” asked Leslie. 

“I thought I heard...a sound.” 

“A sound like what?” 

“Can’t describe it exactly. A faraway noise.” 

He stood up and looked around, as if to see whether the sound had left 
some tell-tale clue in the surrounding stillness of the house, perhaps a smeary 
sonic print somewhere. 

“I'm going to check on Norleen,” he said, setting his glass down on the 
table beside his chair. He then walked across the living room, up the three 
segments of the stairway, and down the upstairs hall. Peeping into his 
daughter’s room, he saw her tiny figure resting comfortably, a sleepy embrace 
wrapped about the form of a stuffed Bambi. She still occasionally slept with an 


inanimate companion, even though she was getting a little old for this. But 


her psychologist father was careful not to question her right to this childish 
comfort. Before leaving the room, Dr. Munck lowered the window which 
was partially open on that warm spring evening. 

When he returned to the living room, he delivered the wonderfully 
routine message that Norleen was peacefully asleep. In a gesture containing 
faint overtones of celebratory relief, Leslie made them two fresh drinks, after 
which she said: 

“David, you said you had an ‘overlong chat’ with that John Doe. Not 
that I’m morbidly curious or anything, but did you ever get him to reveal 
anything about himself? Anything at all?” 

“Oh, sure,” Dr. Munck replied, rolling an ice cube around in his mouth. 
His voice was now more relaxed. 

“You could say he told me everything about himself, but all of it was 
nonsense—the blathering of a maniac. I asked him in a casually interested sort 
of way where he was from.” 

““No place,’ he replied like a psychotic simpleton. 

““No place?’ I probed. 

“Yes, precisely, Herr Doktor. I’m not some snob who puts on airs and 
pretends to emanate from some high-flown patch of geography. Ge-og-ra-phy. 
That’s a funny word. I like all the languages you have.’ 

““Where were you born?’ I asked in another brilliant alternate form of 
the question. 

“Which time do you mean, you meany?’ he said back to me, and so 
forth. I could go on with this dialogue— 

“You do a pretty good John Doe imitation, I must say. 

“Thank you, but I couldn’t keep it up for very long. It wouldn’t be easy 
to imitate all his different voices, accents, and degrees of articulacy. He may be 
something akin to a multiple personality, ’m not sure. I'd have to go over the 
tapes of my interviews with him to see if any patterns of coherency turn up, 
possibly something the detectives could use to establish who this guy really is. 
The tragic part is that knowing Doe’s legal identity is a formality at this point, 
just tying up loose ends. His victims are dead, and they died horribly. That’s 


all that counts now. Sure, he was somebody’s baby boy at one time. But I 
can’t pretend to care anymore about biographical details—the name on his 
birth certificate, where he grew up, what made him the way he is. I’m no 
aesthete of pathology. It’s never been my ambition to study mental disease 
without effecting some improvement. So why should I waste my time trying 
to help someone like John Doe, who doesn’t live in the same world as we do, 
psychologically speaking. I used to believe in rehabilitation, not a purely 
punitive approach to criminal behavior. But those people, those things at the 
prison are only an ugly stain on our world. The hell with them. Just plow 
them all under for fertilizer, I say.” Dr. Munck then drained his glass until the 
ice cubes rattled. 

“Want another?” Leslie asked with a smooth therapeutic tone to her 
voice. 

David smiled now, his illiberal outburst having purged him somewhat of 
his ire. “Let’s get drunk and fool around, shall we?” 

Leslie collected her husband’s glass for a refill. Now there was reason to 
celebrate, she thought. David was not giving up his work from a sense of 
ineffectual failure but from anger, an anger that was melting into indifference. 
Now everything would be as it had been before; they could leave the prison 
town and move back home. In fact, they could move anywhere they liked, 
maybe take a long vacation first, treat Norleen to some sunny place. Leslie 
thought of all these things as she made two more drinks in the quiet of that 
beautiful room. This quiet was no longer an indication of soundless stagnancy 
but a delicious, lulling prelude to the promising days to come. The indistinct 
happiness of the future glowed inside her along with the alcohol; she was 
gravid with pleasant prophecies. Perhaps the time was now right to have 
another child, a little brother or sister for Norleen. But that could wait just a 
while longer...a lifetime of possibilities lay ahead. An amiable genie seemed to 
be on standby. They had only to make their wishes, and their bidding would 
be done. 

Before returning with the drinks, Leslie went in the kitchen. She had 


something she wanted to give her husband, and this seemed the perfect time 


to do it. A little token to show David that though his job had proved a sad 
waste of his worthy effort, she had supported his work in her own way. With 
a drink in each hand, she held under her left elbow the small box she had got 
from the kitchen. 

“What’s that?” asked David, taking his drink. 

“Just a little something for the art lover in you. I bought it at that little 
shop where they sell things the inmates at the prison make. Some of it is 
quality merchandise—belts, jewelry, ashtrays, you know.” 

“I know,” said David, his voice at a distance from Leslie’s enthusiasm. “I 
didn’t think anyone actually bought that stuff.” 

“Well, I did. I thought it would help to support those prisoners who are 
doing something creative, instead of...well, instead of destructive things.” 

“Creativity isn’t always an index of niceness, Leslie,” David warned his 
wife. 

“Wait’ll you see it before passing judgment,” she said, opening the flap of 
the box. “There—isn’t that nice work?” She set the piece on the coffee table. 

Dr. Munck now plunged into that depth of sobriety which can only be 
reached by falling from a prior alcoholic height. He looked at the object. Of 
course he had seen it before, watched it being tenderly molded and caressed 
by creative hands, until he sickened and could watch no more. It was the head 
of a young boy, a lovely piece discovered in gray formless clay and glazed in 
blue. The work radiated an extraordinary and intense beauty, the subject’s 
face expressing a kind of ecstatic serenity, the convoluted simplicity of a 
visionary’s gaze. 

“Well, what do you think of it?” asked Leslie. 

David looked at his wife and said solemnly: “Please put it back in the 
box. And then get rid of it.” 

“Get rid of it? Why?” 

“Why? Because I know which of the inmates did this work. He was very 
proud of it, and I even forced a grudging compliment for the craftsmanship of 
the thing. But then he told me the source of his model. That expression of sky- 


blue peacefulness wasn’t on the boy’s face when they found him lying in a 


field about six months ago.” 

“No, David,” said Leslie as a premature denial of what she was expecting 
her husband to reveal. 

“This was his most recent—and according to him most memorable 
—‘frolic.’” 

“Oh my God,” Leslie murmured softly, placing her right hand to her 
forehead. Then with both hands she gently placed the boy of blue back in his 
box. “I'll return it to the shop,” she said quietly. 

“Do it soon, Leslie. I don’t know how much longer we'll be residing at 
this address.” 

In the moody silence that followed, Leslie briefly mused upon the now 
openly expressed departure from the town of Nolgate, their escape. Then she 
said: “David, did he actually talk about the things he did. I mean about—” 

“I know what you mean. Yes, he did,” answered Dr. Munck with a 
professional gravity. 

“Poor David,” Leslie said, lovingly sympathetic now that machinations 
were no longer required to achieve her ends. 

“Actually, it wasn’t that much of an ordeal, strange to say. The 
conversation we had could even be called stimulating in a clinical sense. He 
described his ‘frolicking’ in a highly imaginative manner that was rather 
engrossing. The strange beauty of this thing in the box here—disturbing as it 
is—somewhat parallels the language he used when talking about those poor 
kids. At times I couldn’t help being fascinated, though maybe I was shielding 
my true feelings with a psychologist’s detachment. Sometimes you just have to 
keep some distance from yourself and reality, even if it means becoming a little 
less human. 

“Anyway, nothing he said was sickeningly graphic in the way you might 
imagine. When told me about his ‘most memorable frolic, it was with a 
powerful sense of wonder and nostalgia, shocking as that sounds to me now. 
He seemed to feel a kind of homesickness, though his ‘home’ is a ramshackle 
ruin of his decayed mind. His psychosis has evidently bred an atrocious 


fairyland which exists in a powerful way for him. And despite the demented 


grandeur of his thousand names, he actually sees himself as only a minor figure 
in this world—a mediocre courtier in a broken-down kingdom of miracles and 
horrors. This modesty is very interesting when you consider the egotistical 
magnificence that a lot of psychopaths would attribute to themselves given a 
limitless imaginary orbit where they could play any imaginary role. But not 
John Doe. He’s a comparatively lazy demidemon from a Neverland where 
dizzy chaos is the norm, a state of affairs on which he gluttonously thrives. 
Which is as good a description as any of the metaphysical economy of a 
psychotic’s universe. 

“There’s actually quite a poetic geography to his interior dreamland as 
he describes it. He talked about a place that sounded like a cosmos of crooked 
houses and littered alleys, a slum among the stars. Which may be his distorted 
rendering of a life spent growing up in a shabby neighborhood—an attempt 
on his part to recast the traumatic memories of his childhood into a realm that 
crossbreeds a mean-street reality with a fantasy world of his imagination, a 
phantasmagoric mingling of heaven and hell. This is where he does his 
‘frolicking’ with what he calls his ‘awestruck company.’ The place where he 
took his victims might possibly have been an abandoned building, or even an 
accommodating sewer. I say this based on his repeated mentioning of ‘the jolly 
river of refuse’ and ‘the jagged heaps in shadows,’ which could certainly be 
mad transmutations of a literal wasteland, some grubby and _ secluded 
environment that his mind turned into a funhouse of bizarre marvels. Less 
fathomable are his memories of a moonlit corridor where mirrors scream and 
laugh, dark peaks of some kind that won’t remain still, a stairway that’s 
‘broken’ in a very strange way, though this last one fits in with the 
background of a dilapidated slum. There is always a paradoxical blend of 
forsaken topographies and shining sanctuaries in his mind, almost a self- 
hypnotic—” Dr. Munck caught himself before continuing in this vein of 
reluctant admiration. 

“But despite all these dreamy back-drops in Doe’s imagination, the 
mundane evidence of his frolics still points to crimes of a very familiar, down- 


to-earth type. Run-ofthe-mill atrocities, if one can speak of the deeds he 


committed as such. Doe denies there was anything pedestrian about his 
mayhem. He says he just made the evidence look that way for the dull masses, 
that what he really means by ‘frolicking’ is a type of activity quite different 
from, even opposed to, the crimes for which he was convicted. This term 
probably has some private associations rooted in his past.” 

Dr. Munck paused and rattled around the ice cubes in his empty glass. 
Leslie seemed to have drifted into herself while he was speaking. She had lit a 
cigarette and was now leaning on the arm of the sofa with her legs up on its 
cushions, so that her knees pointed at her husband. 

“You should really quit smoking someday,” he said. 

Leslie lowered her eyes like a child mildly chastised. “I promise that as 
soon as we move—I'll quit. Is that a deal?” 

“Deal,” said David. “And I have another proposal for you. First let me 
tell you that I’ve definitely decided to give notice of my resignation.” 

“Isn’t that a little soon,” asked Leslie, hoping it wasn’t. 

“Believe me, no one will be surprised. I don’t think anyone will even 
care. Anyway, my proposal is that tomorrow we take Norleen and rent a 
place up north for a few days or so. We could go horseback riding. Remember 
how she loved it last summer? What do you say?” 

“That sounds nice,” Leslie agreed with a ripple of enthusiasm. “Very 
nice, in fact.” 

“And on the way back we can drop off Norleen at your parents’. She can 
stay there while we take care of the business of moving out of this house, 
maybe find an apartment temporarily. I don’t think theyll mind having her 
for a week or so, do you?” 

“No, of course not, they'll love it. But what’s the great rush? Norleen’s 
still in school, you know. Maybe we should wait till she gets out. It’s just a 
month away.” 

David sat in silence for a moment, apparently ordering his thoughts. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Leslie with just a slight quiver of anxiety in her 
voice. 


“Nothing is actually wrong, nothing at all. But—” 


“But what?” 

“Well, it has to do with the prison. I know I sounded very smug in 
telling you how safe we are from that place, and I still maintain that we are. 
But this John Doe character I’ve told you about is very strange, as I’m sure 
you've gathered. He’s positively a childmurdering psychopath...and then 
again. I really don’t know what to say that would make any sense.” 

Leslie quizzed her husband with her eyes. “I thought you said that 
inmates like him just bounce off the walls, not—” 

“Yes, much of the time he’s like that. But sometimes...” 

“What are you trying to say, David?” asked Leslie, who was becoming 
infected by the uneasiness her husband was trying to hide. 

“It’s something that Doe said when I was talking with him today. 
Nothing really definite. But I'd feel infinitely more comfortable about the 
whole thing if Norleen stayed with your parents until we can organize 
ourselves.” 

Leslie lit another cigarette. “Tell me what he said that bothers you so 
much,” she said firmly. “I should know, too.” 

“When I tell you, you'll probably just think I’m a little crazy myself. You 
didn’t talk to him, though, and I did. The mannerisms of his speech, or rather 
the many different mannerisms. The shifting expressions on that lean face. 
Much of the time I talked to him I had the feeling he was playing at some 
game that was beyond me, though I’m sure it just seemed that way. This is a 
common tactic of the psychopath—messing with the doctor. It gives them a 
sense of power.” 

“Tell me what he said,” Leslie insisted. 

“All right, Pll tell you. I think it would be a mistake, though, to read too 
much into it. But toward the end of the interview today, when we were 
talking about those kids, he said something I didn’t like at all. He enunciated 
his words in one of his affected accents, Scottish this time with a little German 
flavor thrown in. What he said, and I’m reciting it verbatim, was this: “You 
wouldn’t be havin’ a misbehavin’ laddie nor a little colleen of your own, now 


would you, Professor von Munck?’ Then he grinned at me silently. 


“Now I’m sure he was deliberately trying to upset me. Nothing more 
than that.” 

“But what he said, David: ‘nor a little colleen.” 

“Grammatically, of course, it should have been ‘or’ not ‘nor,’ but I’m sure 
it wasn’t anything except a case of bad grammar.” 

“You didn’t mention anything about Norleen, did you?” 

“Of course I didn’t. That’s not exactly the kind of thing I would talk 
about with these people.” 

“Then why did he say it like that?” 

“I have no idea. He possesses a very weird sort of cleverness, speaking 
much of the time with vague suggestions and subtle jokes. He could have 
heard things abut me from someone on the staff, I suppose. Then again, it 
might be just an innocent coincidence.” He looked to his wife for comment. 

“You're probably right,” Leslie agreed with an ambivalent eagerness to 
believe in this conclusion. “All the same, I think I understand why you want 
Norleen to stay with my parents. Not that anything might happen—” 

“Not at all. There’s no reason to think anything would happen. No 
doubt this is a case of the doctor being out-psyched by his patient, but I don’t 
really care anymore. Any reasonable person would be a little spooked after 
spending day after day in the pandemonium and often physical danger of that 
place. The murderers, the rapists, the dregs of the dregs. It’s impossible to 
lead a normal family life while working under those conditions. You saw how 
I was on Norleen’s birthday.” 

“I know. Not the best neighborhood in which to bring up a child.” 

David nodded slowly. “When I went to check on her a little while ago, I 
felt, I don’t know, vulnerable in some way. She was hugging one of those 
stuffed security blankets of hers.” He took a sip of his drink. “It was a new 
one, I noticed. Did you buy it when you were out shopping today?” 

Leslie gazed blankly. “The only thing I bought was that,” she said, 
pointing at the box on the coffee table. “What ‘new one’ do you mean?” 

“The stuffed Bambi. Maybe she had it before and I just never noticed it,” 


he said, partially dismissing the issue. 


“Well, if she had it before, it didn’t come from me,” Leslie said quite 
resolutely. 

“Nor me.” 

“I don’t remember her having it when I put her to bed,” said Leslie. 

“Well, she had it when I looked in on her after hearing...” 

David paused. From the expression on his face, he seemed to be 
contemplating a thousand thoughts at once, as if he were engaged in some 
frantic, rummaging search within every cell of his brain. 

“What’s the matter, David?” Leslie asked, her voice weakening. 

“Tm not sure exactly. It’s as if I know something and don’t know it at 
the same time.” 

But Dr. Munck was beginning to know. With his left hand he covered 
the back of his neck, warming it. Was there a draft coming from another part 
of the house? Theirs was not the kind of place to be drafty, not a broken- 
down, holeinthe-wall hovel where the wind gets in through ancient attic 
boards and warped window-frames. There actually was quite a wind blowing 
now; he could hear it hunting around outside and could see the restless trees 
through the window behind the Aphrodite sculpture. The goddess posed 
languidly with her flawless head leaning back, her blind eyes contemplating 
the ceiling and beyond. But beyond the ceiling? Beyond the hollow snoozing 
of the wind, cold and dead? And the draft? 

What? 

“David, do you feel a draft?” asked his wife. 

“Yes,” he replied as if some sobering thought had just come to mind. 
“Yes,” he repeated as he rose out of his chair and walked across the living 
room, ever hurrying as he approached the stairway, leaped up its three 
segments, and ran down second-floor hall. “Norleen, Norleen,” he chanted 
before reaching the half-closed door of her room. He could feel the breeze 
coming from there. 

He knew and did not know. 

He groped for the light switch. It was low, the height of a child. He 


turned on the light. The child was gone. Across the room the window was 


wide open, the white translucent curtains flapping upwards on the invading 
wind. Alone on the bed was the stuffed animal, torn, its soft entrails littering 
the mattress. Now stuffed inside, blooming out like a flower, was a crumpled 
piece of paper. And Dr. Munck could discern within the folds of that page a 
fragment of the prison’s letterhead. But the note was not a typed message of 
official business: the handwriting varied from a neat italic script to a child’s 
scrawl. He desperately stared at the words for what seemed a timeless 
interval without comprehending their message. Then, finally, the meaning of 
the note sank heavily in. 

Dr. Monk, read the note from inside the animal, We leave this behind in 
your capable hands, for in the blackfoaming gutters and back alley of 
paradise, in the dank windowless gloom of some intergalactic cellar, in the 
hollow pearly whorls found in sewerlike seas, in starless cities of insanity, and 
in their slums... my awestruck little deer and I have gone frolicking. See you 
anon. Jonathan Doe. 

“David?” he heard his wife’s voice inquire from the bottom of the stairs. 
“Is everything all right?” 

Then the beautiful house was no longer quiet, for there rang a bright 
freezing scream of laughter, the perfect sound to accompany a passing 


anecdote of some obscure hell. 


Les Fleurs 


April 17th. Flowers sent out in the early a.m. 


May ist. Today—and I thought it would never happen again—I have met 
someone about whom, I think, I can be hopeful. Her name is Daisy. She works 
in a florist shop! The florist shop, I might add, where I paid a visit to gather 
some sorrowful flowers for Clare, who to the rest of the world is still a 
missing person. At first, of course, Daisy was politely reserved when I asked 
about some lilting blossoms for a loved one’s memorial. I soon cured her, 
however, of this detached manner. In my deeply shy and friendly tone of 
voice I asked about some of the other flowers in the shop, ones having no 
overtones of loss. She was quite glad to take me on a tour of the shop’s 
iridescent inventory. I confessed to knowing next to nothing about commercial 
plants and things, and remarked on her enthusiasm for her work, hoping all 
the while that at least part of her animation was inspired by me. “Oh, I love 
working with flowers,” she said. “I think they’re real interesting.” Then she 
asked if I was aware that there were plants having flowers which opened only 
at night, and that certain types of violets bloomed only in darkness 
underground. My inner flow of thoughts and sensations suddenly quickened. 
Though I had already sensed she was a girl of special imagination, this was 
the first hint I received of just how special it was. I judged my efforts to know 
her better would not be wasted, as they have been with others. “That is real 


interesting about those flowers,” I said, smiling a hothouse warm smile. There 


was a pause which I filled in with my name. She then told me hers. “Now 
what kind of flowers would you like?” she asked. I staidly requested an 
arrangement suitable for the grave of a departed grandmother. Before leaving 
the shop I told Daisy I might need to stop by again to satisfy some future 
floral needs. She seemed to have no objection to this. With the vegetation 
nestled in my arm I songfully walked out of the store. I then proceeded 
directly to Chapel Gardens cemetery. For a while I sincerely made an effort to 
find a headstone that might by coincidence display my lost one’s name. And 
any dates would just have to do. I thought she deserved this much at least. As 
events transpired, however, the recipient of my commemorative bouquet had 


to be someone named Clarence. 


May 16th. Day, as I now intimately called her, visited my apartment for the 
first time and fell in love with its quaint refurbishments. “I adore well- 
preserved old places,” she said. It seemed to me she really did. I thought she 
would. She remarked what decorative wonders a few plants would do for my 
ancient rooms. She was obviously sensitive to the absence of natural 
adornments in my bachelor quarters. “Night-blooming cereuses?” I asked, 
trying not to mean too much by this and give myself away. A mild grin 
appeared on her face, but it was not an issue I thought I could press at the 
time. Even now I press it within these scrapbook pages with great delicacy. 
Day wandered about the apartment for a while. I watched her as I 
would some exotic animal—a sleek ocelot perhaps. Then suddenly I realized I 
had regrettably overlooked something. She looked it over. The object was 
positioned on a low table before a high window and between its voluminous 
curtains. It seemed so vulgarly prominent to me then, especially since I hadn’t 
intended to let her see anything of this sort so early in our relationship. 
“What is this?” she asked, her voice expressing a kind of outraged curiosity 
bordering on plain outrage. “It’s just a sculpture. I told you I do things like 
that. It’s not very good. Kind of dumb.” She examined the piece more closely. 
“Watch that,” I warned. She let out a little “Ow.” “Is it supposed to be some 


type of cactus?” she inquired. For a moment she seemed to take a genuine 


interest in that obscure objet d’art. “It has tiny teeth,” she observed, “on these 
big tongue things.” They do look like tongues; ’'d never thought of that. 
Rather ingenious comparison, considering. I hoped her imagination had found 
fertile ground in which to grow, but instead she revealed a moribund disgust. 
“You might have better luck passing it off as an animal than a plant, or a 
sculpture of a plant, or whatever. It’s got a velvety kind of fur and looks like it 
might crawl away.” I felt like crawling away myself at that point. I asked her, 
as a quasi-botanist, if there were not plants resembling birds and other animal 
life. This was my feeble attempt to exculpate my creation from any charges of 
unnaturalness. It’s strange how you’re sometimes forced to assume an 
unsympathetic view of yourself through borrowed eyes. Finally I mixed some 
drinks and we went on to other things. I put on some music. 

Soon afterward, though, the bland harmony of the music was 
undermined by an unfortunate dissonance. That detective (Briceberg, I think) 
arrived for an encore of his interrogation re: The Clare Affair. Fortunately I 
was able to keep him and his questions out in the hallway the entire time. We 
reviewed the previous dialogue we’d had. I reiterated to him that Clare was 
just someone I worked with and with whom I was professionally friendly. It 
appears that some of my co-workers, unidentified, suspected that Clare and I 
were romantically involved. “Office gossip,” I countered, knowing she was one 
girl who knew how to keep certain secrets, even if she could not be trusted 
with others. Sorry, I said, I had no idea where she could have disappeared to. 
I did manage to subversively hint, however, that I would not be surprised if 
in a sudden flight of neurotic despair she had impulsively relocated to some 
land of her heart’s desire. I myself had despaired to find that within Clare’s 
dark and promisingly moody borders lay a disappointing dreamland of white 
picket fences and flower-printed curtains. No, I didn’t tell that to the 
detective. Besides, I further contended, it was well known in the office that 
Clare had begun dating someone approximately seven to ten days (my 
personal estimation of the term of her disloyalty) before her disappearance. So 
why bother me? This, I found out, was the reason: he had also been informed, 


he told me, of my belonging to a certain offbeat organization. I replied there 


was nothing offbeat in serious philosophical study. Furthermore, I was an 
artist, as he well knew, and, as anybody knows, artistic personalities have a 
perfectly natural tendency toward such things. I thought he would 
understand if I put it that way. He did. The man appeared satisfied with my 
every statement. Indeed, he seemed overly eager to dismiss me as a person of 
interest in the case, no doubt trying to create a false sense of security on my 
part and lead me to make an unwitting admission to the foulest kind of play. 
“Was that about the girl where you work who disappeared?” Daisy asked me 
afterward. “Mm-hm,” I noised. I was brooding and silent for a while, hoping 
she would attribute this to my inward lament for that strange girl at the office 
and not to the lamentably imperfect evening we'd had. “Maybe Id better go,” 
she said, and then did. There was not much of our date left to salvage 
anyway. After she abandoned me I got very drunk on a liqueur tasting of 
flowers from open fields, or so it seemed. I also took this opportunity to reread 
a story about some men who visit the white waste regions of a polar 
wonderland. I don’t expect to dream tonight, having already sated myself 


with this arctic fantasy. Brotherhood of Paradise offbeat indeed! 


September 21st. Day came up to the cool, clean offices of G. R. Glacy, the 
advertising firm for which I worked, to meet me for lunch. I showed her my 
cubicle of commercial artistry, and drew her attention to my latest project. 
“Oh, that’s lovely,” she said when I pointed out the drawing of a nymph with 
flowers in her freshly shampooed hair. “That’s really nice.” That “nice” 
remark almost spoiled my day. I asked her to look closely at the flowers 
mingling in the locks of the mythical being. It was barely noticeable that one 
of the flower stems was growing out of, or perhaps into, the creature’s head. 
Day didn’t seem to appreciate the craftiness of my craft very much. And I 
thought we were making such progress along “offbeat” paths. (Damn that 
Briceberg!) Perhaps I should wait until we return from our trip before 
showing her any of the paintings I have hidden at my home. I want her to be 
prepared. Everything is all prepared for our vacation at least. Day finally 


found someone to take care of her cat. 


October toth. Good-bye diary. See you when I get back. 


November 1st. After a period of ruminative silence on the subject, I will now 
set down a brief chapter from Day’s and my tropical sojourn. ’'m not sure 
whether the events to be delineated represent an impasse or a turning point in 
the course of our relationship. Perhaps there is some point that I have 
completely failed to get. As yet, I am still in the dark. I’ve been here before 
with Clare and had hoped that my escapist interlude with Day would be 
definitive, or close to it, and not filled with dubiety. Nevertheless, I still feel 
that the episode to follow deserves documentation. 

A Hawaiian paradise at midnight. Actually we were just gazing upon 
the beachside luxuriance from our hotel veranda. Day was tipsy from 
consuming several drinks that wore flowers on their foamy heads. I was in a 
condition similar to hers. A few moments of heady silence passed, punctuated 
by an occasional sigh from Day. We heard the flapping of invisible wings 
whipping the warm air in darkness. We listened closely to the sounds of black 
orchids growing, even if there were none. (“Mmmm,” hummed Day.) We 
were ripe for a whim. I had one, not knowing yet if I could pull it off. “Can 
you smell the mysterious cereus?” I said, placing one hand on her far shoulder 
and dramatically passing the other in a horizontal arc before the jungle 
beyond. “Can you?” I hypnotically repeated. “I can,” said a game Day. “But 
can we find them, Day, and watch them open in the moonlight?” “We can, we 
can,” she chanted giddily. We could. Suddenly the smooth-skinned leaves of 
the night garden were brushing against our smooth-skinned selves. Day 
paused to touch a flower that was orange or red but smelled of a deep violet. I 
encouraged her to press on across the flower-bedded earth. We plunged 
deeper into the dream garden. Faster, faster, faster the sounds and smells 
rushed by us. It was easier than I thought. At some point, with almost no 
effort at all, I successfully managed our full departure from known geography. 
“Day, Day,” I shouted. “We’re here. I've never shown this to anyone, and 


what torture it’s been keeping it from you. No, don’t speak. Look, look.” Oh, 


the thrill of bringing a romantic companion to this dark paradise. How I 
yearned to show her this resplendent world in full bloom and have her behold 
it with ensorcelled delight. She was somewhere near me in the darkness. I 
waited, seeing her a thousand ways in my mind before actually gazing at the 
real Day. I looked. “What’s wrong with the stars, the sky?” was all she said. 
She was trembling. 

At breakfast the next morning I subtly probed her for impressions and 
judgments of the night before. But she was badly hung over and had only a 
chaotic recall of what she had experienced. Well, at least she didn’t go into 
hysterics, as did my old flame Clare. 

Since our return I have been working on a painting entitled “Sanctum 
Obscurum.” Though I have done this kind of work many times before, I am 
including in this one elements that I hope will stir Day’s memory and 
precipitate a conscious recollection of not only a certain night in the islands 
but of all the subtle and not so subtle messages I have tried to communicate to 


her. I only pray she will understand. 


November 14th. Stars of disaster! Earthly, not unearthly, asters are what 
Day’s heart craves. She is too much a lover of natural flora to be anything else. 
I know this now. I showed her the painting, and even imagined she was 
excited about seeing it. But I think she was just waiting to see what kind of 
fool I would make of myself. She sat on the sofa, scraping her lower lip with a 
nervous forefinger. Opposite her I let a velvet cloth drop. She looked up as if 
there had been a startling noise. I was not wholly satisfied with the painting 
myself, but this exhibition was designed to serve an extraaesthetic purpose. I 
searched her eyes for a reflection of understanding, a ripple of empathetic 
insight. “Well?” I asked, the necessity of the word tolling doom. Her gaze told 
me all I needed to know, and the fatal clarity of the message was reminiscent 
of another girl I once knew. She gave me a second chance, looking at the 
picture with a theatrical scrutiny. 

The picture itself? An interior done up very much like my own 


apartment—a refuge crowding about a window of a disproportionate 


breadth, so as to direct the viewer’s sight telescopically outward. Beyond the 
window is a vista wholly alien to terrestrial nature and perhaps to all that we 
deem human. Outside is a gorgeous kingdom of glittering colors and velvety 
jungle-shapes, a realm of contorted rainbows and twisted auroras. Hyper- 
radiant hues are calmed by the glass, so that their strange intensity does not 
threaten the chromatic integrity of the world within. Some stars, colored from 
the most spectral part of the spectrum, blossom in the high darkness. The 
outer world glistens in stellar light and is mirrored by gleams from within 
each labyrinthine form. And upon the window’s surface is the watery 
reflection of a lone figure gazing out at this otherworldly paradise. 

“Of course, it’s very good,” she observed. “Very realistic.” 

Not at all, Daisy Day. Not realistic in either manner or matter. 

Some uncomfortable moments later Day told me she had a prior 
engagement and was running late. It seemed she had made girl plans with a 
girlfriend of hers to do some girly things girls do when they get together with 
others of their kind. I said I understood, and I did. There is no doubt in my 
mind of the gender of Day’s companion this night, and perhaps other nights I 
did not know about. But it was for a different reason that I was distressed to 
see her go. Something that I could read in her every move and expression, 
something I have seen before, gave away her suspicions about me and my 
private life. Of course, she already knew about the meetings I attend and all 
such things. I’ve even paraphrased and abridged for her the discussion which 
goes on at these gatherings, always obscuring their real meaning in 
progressively more transparent guises, hoping one day to show her the naked 
truth. Like Clare, however, Day has prematurely learned too much of the 
truth about me and the others. And I fear she may decide to relay her inside 
information to the wrong people. The dogged Detective Briceberg, for 


instance. 


November 16th. Tonight we held an emergency meeting, our assembly in 
crisis. The others feel there’s a problem, and of course I know they’re right. 


Ever since I met my latest love I could sense their growing uneasiness, which 


was their prerogative. Now, however, all has changed; my romantic 
misjudgment has seen to that. They expressed absolute horror that an 
outsider should know so much. I feel it myself. Day is a stranger now, and I 
wonder what her loquacious self might disclose about her former friend, not 
to mention his present ones. A marvelous arcana is threatened with exposure. 
The inconspicuousness we need for our lives could be lost, and with it would 
go the keys to a strange kingdom. 

We've confronted these situations before. I’m not the only one to have 
jeopardized our secrecy. We, of course, have no secrets from each other. They 
know everything about me, and I about them. They knew every step of the 
way the progress of my relationship with Daisy. Some of them even predicted 
the outcome. And though I thought I was right in taking the chance that they 
were wrong, I must now defer to their prophecy. Those lonely souls, mes 
fréres! “Do you want us to see it through?” they asked in so many words. I 
consented, finally, in a score of ambiguous, half-hesitant ways. Then they sent 
me back to my unflowered sanctum. 

Ill never again get involved in another situation of this kind, I promised 
myself, even though I’ve made this resolution before. I stared at the razory 
dentes of my furry sculpture for a perilously long while. What that poor girl 
saw as tongue-like floral appendages were silent: the preservation of such 
silence, of course, is their whole purpose. I remember that Daisy once jokingly 


asked me on what I modeled my art. 


November 17th. 


To Eden with me you will not leave 

To live in a cottage of crazy crooked eaves. 

In your own happy home you take care these nights; 

When you let your little cat in, please turn on the lights! 
Something scurries behind and finds a cozy place to stare, 
Something sent to you from paradise, with serpents to spare: 


Tongues flowering; they leap out laughing, lapping. Disappear! 


I do this to pass the hours. Only to pass the hours. 


November 17th. 12:00 a.m. Flowers. 


Alice’s Last Adventure 


“Preston, stop laughing. They ate the whole backyard. They ate your 


mother’s favorite flowers! It’s not funny, Preston.” 
“Aaaaa heh-heh-heb-heb-heh. Aaaaa heh-heh-heh-heb-heh.” 


—Preston and the Starving Shadows 


A long time ago, Preston Penn made up his mind to ignore the passing years 
and join the ranks of those who remain forever in a kind of half-world 
between childhood and adolescence. He would not give up the bold 
satisfaction of eating insects (crispy flies are his favorite), nor that peculiar 
drunkenness of a child’s brain, induplicable once grown-up sobriety has set in. 
The result was that Preston successfully negotiated quite a few decades 
without ever coming within hailing distance of puberty. In this state of 
arrested development, he defiantly lived through many a perverse adventure. 
And he still lives in the pages of those books I wrote about him, though I 
stopped writing them some years ago. 

Did he have a prototype? I should say so. One doesn’t just invent a 
character like Preston using only the pitiful powers of imagination. He was 
very much a concoction of reality, later adapted for my popular series of 
children’s books. Preston’s status in both reality and imagination has always 


held a great fascination for me. In the past year, however, this issue has 


especially demanded my attention, not without some personal annoyance and 
even anxiety. Then again, perhaps I’m getting senile. 

My age is no secret, since it can be looked up in a number of literary 
reference sources. Over twenty years ago, when the last Preston book 
appeared (Preston and the Upside-Down Face), one reviewer rather snootily 


bee, 


referred to me as the “‘Grande Damned’ of a particular sort of children’s 
literature.” What sort you can imagine if you don’t otherwise know, if you 
didn’t grow up—or not grow up, as it were—reading Preston’s adventures 
with the Dead Mask, the Starving Shadows, or the Lonely Mirror. 

Even as a little girl, I knew I wanted to be an author; and I also knew 
just the kind of tales I would tell. Let someone else give preadolescents their 
literary introductions to life and love, guiding them through those volatile 
years when anything might go wrong and landing them safely on the shores of 
incipient maturity. That was never my destiny. Instead, I would write about a 
puckish little character based on a real-life childhood playmate of mine whose 
deeds of mischief were legend throughout the small town where I was born 
and raised. As Preston Penn, my erstwhile chum could throw off the shackles 
of material existence and explore the mysteries of an upside-down, inside-out, 
faintly sinister, and always askew universe. The embodiment of topsy- 
turvydom, Preston gained a reputation as a champion of misbehavior and an 
adventurer who looked beneath the surface of everyday things—pools of 
rainwater, tarnished mirrors, moonlit windows—to discover a stunning 
sortilege, usually with the purpose of stunning in turn his perennial foe: the 
dictatorial world of adulthood. A conjurer of stylish nightmares, he gave his 
grown-up adversaries fits and sleepless nights. No dilettante of the 
extraordinary, but its personification. Such is the spiritual biography of 
Preston Penn. 

But to give credit where credit is due, it was my father, just as much as 
Preston’s original, who provided the spark for the stories I've written. To put 
it briefly, Father had the blood of a child coursing through his big adult body, 
flooding with fancy the overly sophisticated brain of Foxborough College’s 


associate professor of philosophy. Typical of his character was a love for the 


books of Lewis Carroll, and thus the genesis of my name. When I was old 
enough to understand such things, my mother told me that while she was 
pregnant my father willed me into a little Alice. That sounded like something 
he would say. 

I remember one occasion when Father was reading Through the 
Looking-Glass to me for the umpteenth time. Suddenly he stopped, closed the 
book, and said to me, as if in deep confidence, that there was more in the 
Alice books than anyone knew. But that he knew, and someday would tell 
me. To Father, the creator of Alice, as I later came to see it, was a symbol of 
psychic supremacy, the sterling ideal of an unstructured mind manipulating 
reality to its whim and gaining a kind of objective force through the minds of 
others. And it was very important to Father that I share “The Master’s” 
books in the same spirit. 

“See, honey,” he would say while rereading Through the Looking Glass 
to me, “see how smart little Alice right away notices that the room on the 
other side of the mirror is not as ‘tidy’ as the one she just came from. Not as 
tidy,” he repeated with professorial emphasis but chuckling like a child, a 
strange little laugh that I inherited from him. “Not tidy. We know what that 
means, don’t we?” I would look up at him and nod with all the solemnity that 
my six, seven, eight years could muster. 

And I did know what that meant. I felt intimations of a thousand 
misshapen marvels—of things going haywire in curious ways, of the edge of 
the world where an endless ribbon of road continued into space by itself, of a 
universe handed over to new gods. 

Father’s imagination seemed to work nonstop. Squinting at my roundish 
child’s countenance—saying, “Ooooh, look how she shines so bright!”—he 
called me “Little Moon Face.” 

“You're a little moon face,” I playfully talked back. 

“No, you are,” he would say. 

“Am not.” 

“Are too.” 

We'd continued this back and forth until both of us burst out laughing. 


When I got older, my features became more angular, an involuntary betrayal 
of my father’s conception of his little Alice. I suppose it was a blessing that he 
did not live to see me succumb to the despoilments of time, saved from this 
heartbreak by a sudden explosion in his brain while he was giving a lecture at 
the college. So Father never had the chance to tell me what it was that he 
knew about the Alice books that nobody else did. 

But perhaps he would have perceived that my maturation was only skin 
deep, that I just superficially picked up the conventional behaviors of an aging 
soul (nervous breakdown, divorce, remarriage, alcoholism, widowhood, stoic 
tolerance of a second-rate reality) without destroying the Alice he loved. She 
must have been kept alive, or so I would like to think, because it was she who 
wrote all those books about her soul mate Preston, even if she has not written 
one for many years now. Oh, those years, those years. 

So much for the past. 

At present I would like to deal with just a single year, the one ending 
today—about an hour from now, judging by the clock that just chimed eleven 
p.m. from the shadows on the other side of this study. During the past three 
hundred and sixty-five days I have noticed, sometimes just barely, an 
accumulation of curiouser and curiouser episodes in my life. A lack of tidiness, 
one might say, which may be partly due to the fact that I’ve been drinking 
rather heavily again. 

Some of the previously mentioned episodes are so elusive and 
insubstantial that it would be a real chore to talk about them, except perhaps 
in terms of the moods they leave behind like fingerprints, and which I’ve 
learned to read like divinatory signs. My task will be less taxing if I confine 
myself for the most part to the grosser incidents I have to recount, thereby 
making it easier to give them a modicum of the sense and structure I could use 
just now. A tidying up as it were—neat as a pin, straight and sure as the 
green lines on the yellow page before me. 

I should start by identifying tonight as that immovable feast which 
Preston always devotedly observed, celebrating it most intensely in Preston 


and the Ghost of the Gourd (even if time has almost run out on this holiday, 


according to the clock ticking at my back; though from the look of things, the 
hands seem stuck on the hour I reported a couple of paragraphs ago. Perhaps I 
misjudged it before.) For some years I’ve made an appearance at the local 
suburban library on this night to give a reading from one of my books as the 
main event of an annual Hallowe’en fest. Tonight I managed to show up once 
again for the reading, even if I hesitate to say everything went as usual. Last 
year, however, I did not make it at all to the costume party. This brings me to 
what I think is the first in a year-long series of disruptions unknown to a 
biography previously marked by nothing more than episodes of conventional 
chaos. My apologies for taking two steps backward before one step forward. 
As an old hand at storytelling, I realize this is always a risky approach when 
bidding for a reader’s attention. But here goes. 

It was one year ago today that I cancelled my reading at the library to 
attend an out-oftown funeral of someone from my past. This was none other 
than that sprite of special genius whose exploits served as the prima materia 
for my Preston Penn books. The excursion was one of pure nostalgia, 
however, for I hadn’t actually seen this person since my twelfth birthday 
party. It was soon afterward that my father died, and my mother and I moved 
out of our house in North Sable, Mass. (see Childhood Homes of Children’s 
Authors for a photo of the old two-story frame job), heading for the big city 
and away from sad reminders. A local teacher who knew of my work, and its 
beginnings in North S, sent me a newspaper clipping from the Sable Sentinel 
which reported the demise of my former playmate and even adverted to his 
secondhand literary fame. 

I arrived in town very quietly and was immediately overwhelmed by the 
lack of change in the place, as if it had existed all those years in a state of 
suspended animation and had been only recently reanimated for my benefit. It 
almost seemed that I might run into my old neighbors, schoolmates, and even 
Mr. So and So who ran the ice-cream shop, which I was amazed to see still in 
operation. On the other side of the window, a big man with a walrus 
mustache was digging ice cream from large cardboard cylinders, while two 


chubby kids pressed their bellies against the counter. The man hadn’t changed 


the least bit over the years. He looked up and saw me staring into the shop, 
and there really seemed to be a twinkle of recognition in his puffy eyes. But 
that was impossible. He could have never perceived behind my ancient mask 
the child’s face he once knew, even if he had been Mr. So and So and not his 
look-alike (son? grandson?). There we were: two complete strangers gawking 
at each other, both of us actors performing together on the same stage but 
playing out different dramas. It brought to mind one of my early books, 
Preston and the Two-Faced Clock, wherein time goes by so fast that it stands 
still. 

I shook off the black comedy of errors at the icecream shop and 
proceeded to my destination, only to find that another farce of mistaken 
identity awaited me there. For a few moments I paused and looked up at the 
words on the lintel atop the double doors of that cold colonial building: G. V. 
Ness and Sons, Funeral Directors. Talk about time going by so fast that it 
stands still, or seems to. During the years I'd lived in North Sable, I had 
entered this establishment only once (“Good-bye, Daddy”). But such places 
always seem familiar, having that perfectly vacant, neutral atmosphere 
common to all funeral homes, the same in my hometown as in the suburb 
outside New York (“Good riddance, Hubby”) where I’m now secluded. 

I strolled into the proper room unnoticed, another anonymous mourner 
who was a bit shy about approaching the casket. Though I drew a couple of 
small-town stares, the elderly, elegant author from the big city did not stand 
out as much as she thought she would. But with or without distinction, it 
remained my intention to introduce myself to the widow as a childhood friend 
of her deceased husband. This intention, however, was shot all to hell by two 
ox-like men who rose from their seats on either side of the grieving lady and 
lumbered my way. For some reason I panicked. 

“You must be Dad’s Cousin Winnie from Boston. The family’s heard so 
much about you over the years,” they said. 

I smiled widely and gulped deeply, which must have looked like a nod of 
affirmation to them. In any case, they led me over to “Mom” and introduced 


me under my inadvertent pseudonym to the red-eyed, halfdelirious old 


woman. (Why, I wonder, did I allow this goof to go on?) 

“Nice to finally meet you, and thank you for the lovely card you sent,” 
she said, snifing loudly and working on her eyes with a grotesquely soiled 
handkerchief. “I’m Elsie.” 

Elsie Chester, I thought immediately, though I wasn’t entirely sure that 
this was the same person who was rumored to have sold kisses and other 
things to the boys at North Sable Elementary. So he had married her, 
whaddaya know? Possibly they had to get married, I speculated cattily. At 
least one of her sons looked of sufficient age to have been the consequence of 
teenage impatience. Oh, well. So much for Preston’s vow to wed no one less 
than the Queen of Nightmares. 

But even greater disappointments awaited my notice. After chatting 
emptily with the widow for a few more moments, I excused myself to pay my 
respects at the coffinside of the deceased. Until then I'd deliberately averted 
my gaze from that flower-crazed area at the front of the room, where a shiny, 
pearlgrey casket held its occupant in much the same position as the 
“Traveling Tomb” racer he’d once constructed. This part of the mortuary 
ritual never fails to make me think about those corpse-viewing sessions to 
which children in the nineteenth century were subjected in order to acquaint 
them with their own mortality. At my age this was unnecessary, so allow me 
to skip quickly over this scene with a few tragic and inevitable words... 

Bald and blemished, that was rather expected. Totally unfamiliar, that 
wasn’t. The mosquito-faced child I once knew was now repulsively bloated 
and saggy, swollen up and puffy-lipped like some unidentifiable corpse the cops 
might find in a river. Patently, he had overfed himself at the turgid banquet of 
life, lethargically pushing away from the table just prior to explosion. The 
thing before me was a portrait of all that was defunct, used up—the ultimate 
adult. (But perhaps in death, I consoled myself, his child self was even now 
ripping off the false face of the overgrown-up before me.) 

After paying homage to the remains of a memory, I slipped out of the 
room with a stealth my Preston would have been proud of. I'd left behind an 


envelope with a modest contribution to the widow’s fund. I had half a mind 


to send a batch of gaping black orchids to the funeral home with a note signed 
by Laetitia Simpson, Preston’s dwarfish girlfriend. But this was something 
that the other Alice would have done—the one who wrote those creepy 
books. 

As for me, I got into my car and drove out of town to the nearest fine 
hotel, where I found a nice suite—spoils of a successful literary career—and a 
bar. And as it turned out, this overnight layover must take us down another 
side road (or back road, if you like) of my narrative. Please stand by. 

A late-afternoon crowd had settled into the hotel’s cocktail lounge, 
relieving me of the necessity of drinking in solitude. After a couple of Scotches 
on the rocks, I noticed a young man looking my way from across the room. At 
least he appeared young from a distance. Emboldened by booze, I walked over 
to sit at his table. And with every step I took he seemed to gain a few years. 
He was now only relatively young—from an old dowager’s point of view, 
that is. His name was Hank De Vere, and he worked for a distributor of 
gardening tools and other such products. But let’s not pretend to care about 
the details. Later we had dinner together, after which I invited him to my 
suite. 

It was the next morning, by the way, that inaugurated that year-long 
succession of experiences which I’m methodically trying to sort out with a few 
select examples. Half step forward coming up: pawn to king three. 

I awoke in the darkness specific to hotel bedrooms, abnormally heavy 
curtains masking the morning light. Immediately it became apparent that I 
was alone. My new acquaintance seemed to have a more developed sense of 
tact and timing than I had given him credit for. At least I thought so at first. 
But then I looked through the open doorway into the other room, where I 
could see a convex mirror in a wood frame on the wall. 

The bulging eye of the mirror surveyed the entirety of the next room, 
and I noticed that something was moving around in the reflecting glass. A 
tiny, misshapen figure seemed to be gyring about, leaping and twirling in a 
madcap way that should have been audible to me. But it wasn’t. 


I called out a name I barely remembered from the night before. There 


came no answer from the next room, but the movement in the mirror stopped, 
and the tiny figure (whatever it was) disappeared. Very cautiously I got up 
from the bed, robed myself, and peeked around the corner of the doorway like 
a curious child on Christmas morning. A strange combination of relief and 
confusion arose in me when I saw that there was no one else in the suite. 

I approached the mirror, perhaps to search its surface for the little 
something that might have caused the illusion. My memory is vague on this 
point, since at the time I was a bit hung over. But I can recall with spectacular 
vividness what I finally saw after gazing into the mirror for a few moments. 
Suddenly the sphered glass before me became clouded with a mysterious fog, 
from the depths of which appeared the waxy face of a corpse. It was the 
visage of that old cadaver I'd seen at the funeral home, now with eyes wide 
open and staring into mine. Or so it seemed for a moment before I put on my 
glasses. And when I did all I saw was only my own face...a corpselike kisser if 
ever there was one. Preston and the Looking-Glass Ghoul, I thought, feeling 
almost inspired to take up my pen once more. 

And this inspiration was again aroused a short while later when I was 
checking out at the front desk. As the clerk was fiddling with my bill, I 
happened to look out of a nearby window, beyond which two chubby 
children were romping on the hotel lawn. After a few seconds the kids caught 
me watching them. They stopped and stared back at their audience, standing 
perfectly still, side by side. Then they stuck out their tongues at me before 
running away. (And how much they looked like the odious Hatley twins 
featured in Preston and the Talking Grave.) The room took a little spin that 
only I seemed to notice, while others went calmly about their business. 
Possibly this experience can be ascribed to my failure to employ any post- 
debauch remedies that morning. The old nerves were somewhat shot, and my 
stomach was giving me no peace. Still, ’'ve remained in pretty fair health over 
the years, and I drove back home without further incident. 

That was a year ago. Now get ready for one giant step forward: the old 
queen is now in play. 


In the succeeding twelve months I have noted a number of similar 


happenings, though they occurred with varying degrees of clarity. Most of 
them approached the fleeting nature of déjavu phenomena. A few could be 
pegged as self-manufactured, while others lacked a definite source. I might see 
a phrase or the fragment of an image that would make my heart flip over (not 
a healthy thing at my age), while my mind searched for some correspondence 
that triggered this powerful sense of familiarity: the sound of a delayed echo 
with oblique origins. I delved into dreams, half-conscious perceptions, and the 
distortions of memory, but all that remained was a chain of occurrences with 
links as weak as smoke rings. 

But today, as pumpkins leer from porches and pillow-case ghosts swing 
on tree branches, this tenuous haunting has gained a more substantial 
consistency. It started this morning and continued throughout the day with 
increasingly more defined and evocative manifestations. Again, my hope is 
that I may tidy up my psyche by documenting these episodes, beginning with 
one that now seems a prefiguration of those to come. Lucid exposition is 
what’s needed. Thus: 

Place: the bathroom. Time: a little after eight a.m. 

The water was running for my morning wash-up, cascading into the tub 
a bit noisily for my sensitive ears. The night before, I suffered from an 
advanced case of insomnia, which even extra doses of my _ beloved 
Guardsman’s Reserve Stock did not help. I was very glad to see a sunny 
autumn morning come and rescue me. My bathroom mirror, however, would 
not let me forget the sleepless night I’d spent, and I combed and creamed 
myself without noticeable improvement. Chessie was with me, lying atop the 
toilet tank and scrutinizing the waters of the bowl below. She was actually 
staring very hard and deliberately at something. 

“What is it, Chessie?” I asked with the patronizing voice of a pet owner. 
Her tail had a life of its own; she stood up and hissed, then yowled in that 
horribly demonic falsetto of threatened felines. Finally she dashed out of the 
bathroom, relinquishing her ground for the first time since she was a kitten. 

I had been loitering at the other side of the room, a groggy bystander to 
an unexpected incident. With a large plastic hairbrush gripped in my left 


hand, I investigated. I gazed down into the same waters. And though at first 
they seemed clear enough, something soon appeared from within its porcelain 
burrow. However, it retreated too soon back into the plumbing for me to say 
what it was. All that remained was a squiggly imprint on my memory. But I 
could not bring it into mental focus. It was as if I saw the thing and did not 
see it at the same time. Even so, whatever it may have been engendered a 
flurry of impressions within me, as of a confused nightmare that leaves behind 
only a pang of horror upon its dreamer. I wouldn’t even bring up this 
installment in my story if I didn’t think it related to another that occurred 
later on. 

This afternoon I began preparing myself for the reading I was to give at 
the library, the preparation being mostly alcoholic. I’ve never looked forward 
to this annual ordeal and only put up with it out of a sense of duty, vanity, 
and other less comprehensible motives. Maybe this is why I welcomed the 
excuse to skip it last year. And I wanted to skip it this year, too, if only I 
could have come up with a reason satisfactory to the others involved—and, 
more importantly, to myself. Wouldn’t want to disappoint the children, 
would I? Of course not, though heaven only knows why. Children have made 
me nervous ever since I stopped being one of them. Perhaps this is why I 
never had any of my own—adopted any, that is—for the doctors told me 
long ago that I’m about as fertile as the seas of the moon. 

The other Alice is the one who’s really comfortable with kids and 
kiddish things. How else could she have written Preston and the Laughing 
This or Preston and the Twitching That? So when it comes time to do this 
reading every year, I try to put her onstage as much as possible, something 
that’s becoming more difficult with the passing years. Oddly enough, it’s my 
grown-up’s weakness for spirits that allows me to do this most effectively. 
With each sip of Scotch that passed my lips today I felt more at ease. 

The sun was going down in a pumpkin-colored blaze when I arrived at 
the little one-story library. Some costumed kids were hanging around outside: 
a werewolf, a black cat with a long curling tail, an extraterrestrial with fewer 


fingers than humans and more eyes. Coming up the walk was Tinkerbell 


escorted by a pirate. In spite of myself, I couldn’t help smiling at the whole 
scene. For the first time in quite a while, this pageant of masqueraders 
brought back memories of my own childhood when my father took me trick- 
or-treating. (His love of this night was easily as avid as Preston’s). Having 
gotten into the spirit of this eve, I was feeling quite confident as I entered the 
library and confronted a flock of youngsters. But the spell was maliciously 
broken when some smart aleck called out from the crowd, shouting: “Hey, 
lookit the mask she’s wearing.” After that I propelled myself down several 
linoleum hallways in search of a friendly adult face. 

Finally I passed the open door of a tidy little room where a group of 
ladies and the head librarian, Mr. Grosz, were sipping coffee. Mr. Grosz, said 
how nice it was to see me again and introduced me to the moms who were 
helping out with the party. 

“My William’s read all your books,” said a fullfigured Mrs. Harley. “I 
just can’t keep him away from them.” Not for lack of trying, I thought, 
judging by the quietly infuriated tone of her voice. My only reply was a 
dignified smile. 

Mr. Grosz, offered me some coffee but I declined: bad for the stomach. 
Then he wickedly suggested that, as it was starting to get dark outside, the 
time seemed right for the festivities to begin. My reading was to inaugurate 
the evening’s fun, a good spooky story “to get everyone in the mood.” First, 
though, I needed to get myself in the mood, and pardoned myself to a use the 
ladies’ room, where I could refortify my fluttering nerves from a flask I had 
stowed away in my purse. As a strange and embarrassing social gesture, Mr. 
Grosz offered to wait right outside the lavatory until I finished. 

“Tm quite ready now, Mr. Grosz,” I said, glaring down at the little man 
from atop an unelderly pair of high heels. He cleared his throat, and I almost 
thought he was going to extend a crooked arm for me to take. But instead he 
merely stretched it out to indicate, in a stock gentlemanly manner, the way to 
go. I think he might even have bowed. 

He led me back down the hallway toward the children’s section of the 


library, where I assumed my reading would take place as it always had in the 


past. However, we walked right by this area, which was dark and empty, and 
proceeded down a flight of stairs leading to the library’s basement. “Our new 
facility,” bragged Mr. Grosz. “Converted one of the storage rooms into a small 
auditorium of sorts.” We were now facing a large metal door painted an 
institutional shade of green. It looked for all the world as if it might lead into 
the back ward of a madhouse. I could hear screaming on the other side, which 
sounded to me like the cries of bedlamites rather than the clamor of 
rambunctious kids. “Which one will it be tonight?” asked Mr. Grosz while 
staring at my left hand. “Preston and the Starving Shadows,” I answered, 
showing him the book I was holding. He smiled and confided that it was one 
of his favorites. Then he opened the door for me, pushing its weight with 
both hands, and we entered what chamber of horrors I knew not. 

Over fifty kids were sitting in or standing on or knocking over their 
seats. Shouting from the podium at the front of the long, narrow room, a 
pointy-hatted witch was outlining the party activities for the night; and when 
she saw Mr. Grosz and me arrive, she began telling the children about a 
“special treat for us all,” meaning that the half-crocked lady author was about 
to deliver a half-cocked oration. “Let’s give her a big hand,” she said, clapping 
as I stepped onto the rickety-looking platform. I thanked everyone for inviting 
me to their party and fixed my book on a lamp-bearing lectern decorated with 
wizened cornstalks. Then I tried my best to warm up the crowd with a little 
patter about the story everyone was going to hear. When I invoked the name 
of Preston Penn, a few kids actually cheered, or at least one did at the rear of 
the room. I assumed it was William Harley. 

Just as I was about to begin reading, something happened I had not been 
led to expect—the lights were switched off. (“It slipped my mind entirely,” 
Mr. Grosz apologized afterward.) In the dark, I noticed that facing each other 
on opposite sides of the room were two rows of jack-o’lanterns glowing 
orange and yellow from on high. They all had identical faces and looked like 
mirror reflections of one another, with triangular eyes and noses and wailing 
Os for mouths. (As a child, I was convinced that pumpkins naturally grew 


this way, complete with facial features and phosphorescent insides.) 


Furthermore, they seemed to be suspended in space, their means of support 
concealed by the darkness, which also hid within it the faces of the children. 
Thus, these jack-o’ lanterns became my audience. 

But as I read, the real audience asserted itself with foot shuffling, 
whispers, and some rather ingenious noises made with the folding wooden 
chairs they were sitting in. I also heard a “devilish giggling,” in the words I 
employed to describe the snickering laughter of the very imp whose story I 
was reciting. Toward the end of the reading, there came a low moan from 
somewhere in the back, and it sounded as if a seat had fallen over along with 
whomever was sitting in it. “It’s all right,” I heard an adult voice call out. The 
door at the back opened, allowing a moment of brightness to break the spooky 
spell, and some shadows exited. When the lights came on at the end of the 
story, I noticed that one of the seats in the last row was missing its occupant. 

“Okay, kids,” said the parental witch after some minor applause for 
Preston, “everyone move their chairs against the walls and make room for the 
games and stuff.” 

The games and stuff had the room in a low-grade uproar. Masked 
children ruled the night, indulging their appetite for sweet things to eat and 
drink, disorder for its own sake, and high-spirited pandemonium. I stood at 
the periphery of the commotion and chatted with Mr. Grosz. 

“What exactly was the disturbance all about?” I asked him. “Did one of 
the kids have a spell of some kind?” 

He took a gulp from a plastic cup of cider and smacked his lips 
offensively. “Oh, it was nothing. You see that child there with the black-cat 
outfit? She seemed to have fainted. But once we got her outside she was all 
right. She had on her kitty mask all through your reading, and I think the 
poor thing hyperventilated or something like that. Complained that she saw 
something in her mask and was very frightened for a while. At any rate, you 
can see she’s fine now, and she’s even wearing her mask again. Amazing how 
children can put things right out of their minds and recover so quickly.” 

I agreed that it was amazing, and then asked precisely what it was the 


child thought she saw in her mask. I couldn’t help being reminded of another 


cat earlier in the day that also saw something that gave her a fright. 

“She couldn’t really explain it,” replied Mr. Grosz. “It was just 
something that came and went. You know how it is with children. Yes, I 
daresay you do know, considering you’ve spent your life writing about them.” 

I took credit for knowing how it is with children, knowing instead that 
Mr. Grosz was really talking about someone else, about her. Not to overdo 
this quaint notion of a split between my professional and my private personas, 
but at the time I was already quite self-conscious about the matter. While I 
was reading the Preston book to the kids, I had suffered the uncanny 
experience of having almost no recognition of my own words. Of course, this 
is rather a cliché with writers, and it has happened to me many times 
throughout my long career. But never so completely. They were the words of 
someone entirely alien to me. They were written by some other Alice. And 
I'm not her, at least not anymore. 

“I do hope,” I said to Mr. Grosz, “that it wasn’t the story that scared the 
child. I have enough angry parents on my hands as it is.” 

“Oh, I’m sure it wasn’t. Not that it wasn’t a good scary children’s story. 
I didn’t mean to imply that, of course. But, you know, it’s that time of year. 
Imaginary things are supposed to seem more real. Like your Preston. He was 
always a big one for Hallowe’en, am I right?” 

I said he was quite right and hoped he would not pursue the subject. 
“Imaginary things” were not at all what I wanted to talk about just then. I 
tried to laugh it away. And you know, Father, for a moment it was exactly 
like your own laugh and not my hereditary impersonation of it. 

Much to everyone’s regret, I did not stay very long at the party. The 
reading had largely sobered me up, and my tolerance level was running quite 
low. Yes, Mr. Grosz, I promise to do it again next year, anything you say; just 
let me get back to my car and my bar. 

The drive home through the suburban streets was something of an 
ordeal, a trip made unnerving as well as hazardous by pedestrian trick-or- 
treaters. The costumes did me no good. (The same ghost was everywhere, a 


lean little wraith that I imagined was following me home.) The masks did me 


no good. And those Prestonian shadows wavering against two-story facades 
(why did I have to choose that book?) certainly did me no good at all. Alice, 
the other one, could take all this madness, every nightmare her creator threw 
at her. That horrible Rev. Dodgson. I don’t care if there is more in his books 
than anyone knows. I don’t want to know. I wish I had never heard of him— 
that corrupter of little minds. I just want to forget it all. Alice and the 
Disappearing Past. Dr. Guardsman, administer your medicine in tall glasses... 
but please not looking-ones. 

And now I’m safe at home with one of the tallest of those glasses resting 
full and faithful on my desk as I write. A lamp with a shade of Tiffany glass 
(circa 1922) casts its amiable light on the pages I’ve filled over the past few 
hours. (Though the hands of the clock seem locked in the same V position as 
when I started writing.) The lamplight shines upon the window directly in 
front of my desk, allowing me to see a relatively flattering reflection of myself 
in the black mirror of the glass. The house is soundless, and I’m a rich, retired 
authoress-widow. 

Is there still a problem? I’m not really sure. 

I remind you that I’ve been drinking steadily since early this afternoon. I 
remind you that I’m old and no stranger to the mysteries of geriatric 
neuroticism. I remind you that some part of me has written a series of 
children’s books whose hero is a disciple of the bizarre. I remind you of what 
night this is and to what zones the imagination can fly on this hallowed eve. I 
need not, however, remind you that this world is stranger than we know, or 
at least mine seems to be, especially this past year. And I now notice that it’s 
very strange—and, once again, untidy. 

Exhibit One. Outside my window is an autumn moon hanging in the 
blackness. Now, I have to confess that I’m not up on lunar phases (“loony 
faces,” as Preston might say), but there seems to have been a switch since I 
last looked out the window—the thing seems to have reversed itself. Where 
it used to be concaving to the right, it’s now convexing in that direction, last 
quarter changed to first quarter, or something of that nature. But I doubt 


Nature has anything to do with it; more likely the explanation lies with 


Memory. So it’s not the moon as such that’s troubling me. The real trouble is 
with everything else, or at least what I can see of the suburban landscape in 
the street-lighted darkness. Like writing that can only be read in a mirror, the 
shapes outside my window—trees, houses, but thank goodness no people— 
now look awkward and wrong. 

Exhibit Two. To the earlier list of reasons for my diminished 
competence, I would like to add an upcoming alcohol withdrawal. The last 
mouthful I guzzled from that glass on my desk tasted strangely vile, noxious to 
the point where I doubt Ill be having any more. I almost wrote, and now 
will, that the booze tasted inside out. Of course, there are certain diseases 
with the power to turn the flavor of one’s favorite drink into that of a 
hellbroth. Perhaps, then, I’ve fallen victim to such a malady. But I remind you 
that though my mind may be terminally soused, it has always resided in 
corpore sano. 

Exhibit Three (the last). My reflection in the window before me. 
Perhaps something faulty in the melt of the glass. My face. The surrounding 
shadows seem to be overlapping it a little at a time, like bugs attracted to 
something sweet. But the only thing sweet about Alice is her blood, highly 
sugared over the years from her drinking habit. So what is it, then? Shadows 
of senility? Or those starving things I read about earlier this evening come 
back for a repeat performance? Since when does reading a story constitute an 
incantation calling up its imagery before the body’s eyes and not the mind’s? 

Something’s backward here. Backward into a corner: checkmate. 

Now, perhaps this seems like merely a cry of wolf, however sincere I 
may be. I can’t actually say that it isn’t. I can’t say that what I’m hearing right 
now isn’t some Hallowe’en trick of my besotted brain. 

The giggling out in the hallway, I mean. That demonic giggling I heard 
at the library. Even when I concentrate, I’m still not able to tell if the sound is 
inside or outside my head. It’s like looking at one of those toy pictures that 
yield two distinct scenes when tilted this way or that, but, at a certain angle, 
form only a merging blur of them both. Nonetheless, the laughing is there, 


somewhere. And the voice is so familiar. 


Aaaaa heh-heh-heb-heb-heh. 

Exhibit Four (the shadows again). They’re all over my face in the 
window. Stripping away, as in the story. But there’s nothing under that old 
mask; no child’s face there, Preston. It is you, isn’t it? Pve never heard your 
laughter, except in my mind. Yet that’s exactly how I imagined it would 
sound. Or has my imagination given you, too, a hand-me-down, inherited 
laugh? 

My only fear is that it isn’t you but some impostor. The moon, the clock, 
the drink, the window. This is all very much your style, only it’s not being 
done in fun, is it? It’s not funny at all. Stop it, Preston, or whoever you are. 
And who is it? Who could be doing this? P’'ve been good. I just got old, that’s 
all. Please stop. The shadows in the window are coming out. No, not my face. 


Not my little moon face. 


I can’t see 
anymore. 
I can’t see. 
Help me 
Father 


Dream of a Manikin 


Once upon a Wednesday afternoon a girl stepped into my office for her first 
session. Her name was Amy Locher. (And didn’t you once tell me that long 
ago you had a doll with this same given name?) Under the present 
circumstances I don’t think it too gross a violation of professional ethics to use 
the subject’s real name in describing her case to you. Certainly there’s 
something more than simple ethics between us, ma chére amie. Besides, I 
understood from Miss Locher that you recommended me to her. This didn’t 
seem necessarily ominous at first; perhaps, I speculated, your relationship with 
the girl was such that made it awkward for you to take her on as one of your 
own patients. Actually it’s still not clear to me, my love, just how deeply you 
can be implicated in the overall experience I had with the petite Miss L. So 
you'll have to forgive any stupidities of mine which may crudely crop up in 
the body of this correspondence. 

My first impression of Miss Locher, as she positioned herself almost 
sidesaddle in a leather chair before me, was that of a tense but basically self- 
possessed young woman. She was outfitted, I noticed, in much the classic style 
you normally favor. I won’t go into our first-visit preliminaries here (though 
we can discuss these and other matters at dinner this Saturday if only you are 
willing). After a brief chat we zeroed in on what Miss Locher called the 
“motivating factor” for consulting me. This involved, as you may or may not 
know, a recurring dream she had been having over the period of about a 


month. What will follow are the events of that dream as I have composed 


them from my tape of Miss Locher’s September roth session. 

In the dream our subject has entered into a new life, at least to the 
extent that she holds down a different job from her waking one. Miss Locher 
had already informed me that for three years she has worked as a loan 
processor at a local financial firm. However, her working day in the dream 
finds her as a long-time employee of a fashionable clothing shop. Like those 
witnesses for the prosecution that the government wishes to protect with 
new identities, she has been outfitted by the dream with what seems to be a 
mostly tacit but somehow complete biography; a marvelous trick of the mind, 
this. It appears that one of the duties of her new job is to change the clothes 
of the manikins in the shop’s display windows. She in fact feels as if her entire 
existence is slavishly given over to dressing and undressing these dummies. 
She is profoundly dissatisfied with her lot, and the manikins become the focal 
point of her animus. 

Such is the general background presupposed by the dream, which now 
begins in proper. As our dummy dresser approaches her work, she is 
overwhelmed by an amorphous anxiety without a specific source. An 
awesome load of new clothes has arrived to adorn a display of manikins. Their 
unclothed bodies repel her touch because, as Miss Locher explained, they are 
neither warm nor cold, as only artificial bodies can be. (Note this rare 
awareness of temperature in a dream, albeit neutral.) After bitterly surveying 
the ranks of these putty-faced creatures, she says: “Time to stop dancing and 
get dressed, sleeping beauties.” These words are spoken without spontaneity, 
as if ritually uttered to inaugurate each dressing session. But the dream 
changes before the dresser is able to put one stitch on the dummies, who stare 
at nothing with “anticipating” eyes. 

The working day is now finished. She has returned to her small 
apartment, where she retires to bed...and has a dream. (This dream is that of 
the manikin dresser and not hers, she emphatically pointed out!) 

The manikin dresser dreams she is in her bedroom. But what she now 
thinks of as her “bedroom” is to all appearances actually an archaically 


furnished hall with the dimensions of a small theater. The room is dimly lit by 


some jeweled lamps along the walls, the lights shining upon an intricately 
patterned carpet and various pieces of old furniture. She perceives the objects 
of the scene more as pure ideas than as material phenomena, for details are 
blurry and there are many shadows. There is something, however, which she 
visualizes quite clearly: one of the walls of this lofty room is missing, and 
beyond this great gap is a view of star-clustered blackness. 

The dreamer is positioned on the other side of the room from the brink 
of the starry abyss. Sitting on the edge of a velvety divan, she stares and waits 
“without breath or heartbeat.” All is silent, another odd perception to have in 
a dream. This silence somehow “electrifies” the dream with strange currents 
of force betokening an unseen demonic presence. 

Then a new feeling enters the dream, one slightly more tangible. There 
seems to be an iciness drifting in from that starscape across the room. 
(Temperature again; a rare dream indeed!) Once again our dreamer 
experiences a premonitory dread of something unknown. Without moving 
from her place on that uncomfortable couch, she visually searches the room 
for clues to the source of her terror. Many areas are inaccessible to her sight 
—like a picture that has been scribbled out in places—but she sees nothing 
particularly frightening and is relieved for a moment. Then her trepidation 
begins anew when she realizes for the first time that she hasn’t looked behind 
her, and indeed she seems physically unable to do so. 

Something is back there. She feels this to be a horrible truth. She almost 
knows what the thing is, but, afflicted with some kind of oneiric aphasia, she 
cannot find the word for what she fears. She can only wait, hoping that 
sudden shock will soon bring her out of the dream, for she is now aware that 
“she is dreaming,” thinking of herself in the third person. 

The words “she is dreaming” somehow form a ubiquitous motif for the 
present situation: as a legend written somewhere at the bottom of the dream, 
as echoing voices bouncing here and there around the room, as a motto 
printed upon fortune cookie-like strips of paper and hidden in bureau drawers, 
and as a broken record repeating itself on an ancient Victrola inside the 


dreamer’s head. Then all the words of this monotonous slogan gather from 


their diverse places and like an alighting flock of birds settle in the area behind 
the dreamer’s back. There they twitter for a moment, as upon the frozen 
shoulders of a statue in a park. This is actually the way it seems to the 
dreamer, including the statue comparison. Something statuesque is 
approaching her. It radiates a field of dynamic tension that grows more 
intense the closer it comes, its shadow lengthening upon the floor. Still, she 
cannot turn around to see the horror behind her, for at this point she cannot 
move her body, which is stiffjointed and rigid. Perhaps she can scream, she 
thinks, and makes an attempt to do so. But this fails, because by then there is 
already a firm and tepid hand that has covered her mouth from behind. The 
fingers on her lips feel like thick, naked crayons. Then she sees a long slim arm 
extending itself over her left shoulder, and a hand that is holding some filthy 
rags before her eyes and shaking them, “making them dance.” And at that 
moment a dry sibilant voice whispers into her ear: “It’s time to get dressed, 
little dolling.” 

She tries to look away, her eyes being the only things she can move. 
Now, for the first time, she notices that all around the room—in the 
shadowed places—are people dressed as dolls. Their forms are collapsed, their 
mouths opened wide. They do not look as if they are still alive. Some of them 
have actually become dolls, their flesh no longer supple and their eyes having 
lost the appearance of teary moistness. Others are at various intermediate 
stages between humanness and dollhood. With horror, the dreamer now 
becomes aware that her own mouth is opened wide and will not close. 

But at last, shaking with tremors of the uncanny, she is able to turn 
around and face the menacing agent. The dream now reaches a shattering 
crescendo and she awakes. She does not, however, awake in the bed of the 
manikin dresser in her dream within a dream, but instead finds herself directly 
transported into the tangled, though real, bedcovers of her loan processor self. 
Not exactly sure where or who she is for a moment, her first impulse on 
awaking is to complete the movement she began in the dream; that is, turning 
around to look behind her. (The hypnopompic hallucination that followed 


made her feel as if she had temporarily lost her mind.) What she saw, upon 


pivoting about, was more than just a blank wall. For projecting out of that 
moon-whitened surface was the face of a female manikin. And what 
particularly disturbed her about this illusion (and here we go deeper into 
already dubious realms) was that the face didn’t melt away into the 
background of the wall the way post-dream projections usually do. It seems, 
rather, that this protruding visage, in one smooth movement, withdrew back 
into the wall. Her screams summoned more than a few concerned persons 
from neighboring apartments. End of dream and related experiences. 

Now, my darling, you can probably imagine my reaction to the above 
psychic yarn. Every loose skein I followed led me back to you. The character 
of Miss Locher’s dream is strongly reminiscent, in both mood and scenario, of 
matters you have been exploring for some years now. I’m referring, of course, 
to the all-around astral ambiance of Miss Locher’s dream and how eerily it 
relates to certain notions (very well, theories) that in my opinion have become 
altogether too central to your oeuvre as well as to your vie. Above all, I refer 
to those “otherworlds” you say you’ve detected through a combination of 
occult studies and depth analysis. At this juncture, allow me to digress for a 
brief lecture apropos of the preceding. 

It’s not that I object to your delving into speculative models of reality, 
sweetheart, but why this particular one? Why posit these “little zones,” as 
I've heard you call them, having such hideous attributes, or should I say anti- 
attributes (to keep up with your theoretical lingo)? To whimsically joke about 
such bizarrerie with phrases like “pockets of interference” and “cosmic static” 
belies your talents as a thoughtful member of our profession. And the rest of 
it: the hyper-uncanniness, the “ontological games,” the generally cosmic 
substance of these places, and all that other transcendent nonsense. I realize 
that psychology has charted some awfully weird areas in its maps of the mind, 
but you’ve gone so far into the ultra‘mentational hinterlands of metaphysics 
that I fear you will not return (at least not with your reputation intact). 

To speak of your ideas with regard to Miss Locher’s dream, you can see 
the correlations, especially in the winding plot of her narrative. But I'll tell 


you when these links to your fanciful hypotheses really struck me with a 


hammer blow. It was just after she had related her dream to me. Now riding 
the saddle of her chair in the normal position, she made a few remarks 
obviously intended to convey the full extent of her disquiet. I’m sure she 
thought it de rigueur to tell me that after her dream episode she began 
entertaining doubts concerning what she really was. Loan processor? Manikin 
dresser? Other? Other other? Rationally, she knew her genuine, factual self. 
However, some “new sense of unreality” undermined her complete emotional 
assurance in this matter. 

Surely you can see how the foregoing existential tricks fit in with those 
“harassments of the self,” as you style such phenomena. And just what are 
the boundaries of the self? Is there a secret communion of seemingly separate 
things? How do animate and inanimate relate? Very boring, m’dear...zz7zz. 

It all reminds me of that trite little fable of the Chinese philosopher 
(Chuang Tzu?) who dreamed he was a butterfly but upon waking affected not 
to know whether he was a man who’d dreamed he was a butterfly or a 
butterfly now dreaming...you get the idea. The question is: “Do things like 
butterflies dream?” Answer: an unequivocal “no,” as you may be aware from 
the research done in this field. The issue is ended right there. Accredited 
studies notwithstanding—as I’m sure you would contest—suppose the 
dreamer is not a man or butterfly, but both...or neither, something else 
altogether. Or suppose...really we could go on and on like this, and we have. 
Possibly the most repellent concept you’ve developed is that which you call 
“divine masochism,” or the doctrine of a Bigger Self terrorizing its little 
splinter selves, precisely that Something Else Altogether scarifying the man- 
butterfly with suspicions that there’s a game going on over its head. 

The trouble with all this, my beloved, is the way you’re so adamant 
about its objective reality, and how you sometimes manage to infect others 
with your farfetched convictions. Me, for instance. After hearing Miss 
Locher tell her dream story, I found myself unconsciously analyzing it much as 
you might have. Her multiplication of roles (including the role reversal with 
the manikin) really did put me in mind of some divine being that was 


splintering and scarring itself to relieve its cosmic ennui, as indeed a few of the 


well-reputed gods of world religion supposedly do. I also thought of your 
“divinity of the dream,” that thing which is all-powerful in its own sphere. 
Contemplating the realm of Miss Locher’s dream, I did experience a fleeting 
sense of that old vagary about a solipsistic dream deity commanding all it sees, 
all of which is only itself. And a corollary to solipsism even occurred to me: if, 
in any possible universe, one always has to allow that there are other 
universes that may be only dreams, then the problem becomes, as with our 
Chinese sleepyhead, knowing when one is actually dreaming and what form 
the waking self may have. And this is something one can never know. The 
fact that the overwhelming majority of thinkers reject any doctrine of 
solipsism more than suggests its unreality. And, after all, the feeling of 
dissociation from reality takes place only in a conscious state and not in 
dreams, wherein everything is absolutely real. 

See what you’ve done to me! For reasons that you well know, my love, I 
try to give what serious consideration I can to your aberrant investigations. I 
can’t help myself. But I don’t think it right to be exerting your influence upon 
innocents like Miss Locher. I should tell you that I hypnotized the girl. And 
her unconscious testimony seems very much to incriminate you. She 
practically demanded the hypnosis, feeling this to be an easy way of unveiling 
the source of her problems. Because of her frantic insistence, I obliged her. A 
serendipitous discovery ensued. 

She was a superior subject. In hypnosis we restricted ourselves to 
penetrating the mysteries of her dream. Her mesmerized rendition of it was 
amazingly consistent with her waking version, with the exception of one 
important item which I'll get to in a moment. I asked her to enlarge upon her 
feelings in the dream and any sense of meaning she experienced. Her responses 
to these questions were sometimes given in the incoherent language of the 
oneiric. She said some quite awful things about life and lies and “this dream of 
flesh.” I don’t think I need to go into the details of the chilling nonsense she 
uttered, for I’ve heard you say much the same in one of your “states.” (Really, 
it's appalling the way you dwell both on and in your zones of the 
metaphysically flayed self.) 


That little thing which Miss Locher mentioned only under hypnosis, and 
which I have deferred referencing in its particulars, was a very telling piece of 
data. It told on you. For when my patient first described the scenes of her 
dream drama to me, she had forgotten—or just neglected to touch on—the 
presence of another character hidden in the background. This deep cover 
agent was the proprietor of the clothing store, a domineering boss who was 
played by a certain lady psychoanalyst. Not that you were ever on stage, even 
in a cameo appearance. But the hypnotized Miss Locher did remark in passing 
on the identity of this imperious figure in the dream of her working-girl self, 
this information being one of the many underlying suppositions of the dream. 
So you, my dear, were present in Miss Locher’s hypnotic statement in more 
than just spirit. 

I found this revelation immensely helpful in coordinating the separate 
items of evidence against you. The nature of the said evidence, however, was 
such that I could not rule out the possibility of a conspiracy between you and 
Miss Locher. So I refrained from asking my new patient anything about her 
relationship with you, and I didn’t inform her of what she disclosed under 
hypnosis. My assumption was that she was guilty until proven otherwise. 

Alternatives did occur to me, though, especially when I realized Miss 
Locher’s extraordinary susceptibility to hypnosis. Isn’t it just possible, sweet 
love, that Miss Locher’s incredible dream was brought on by one of those 
post-hypnotic suggestions at which you're so well practiced? I know that lab 
experiments in this area are sometimes eerily successful; and eeriness is, 
without argument, your specialty. Still another possibility involves the study 
of dream telepathy, in which you have no small interest. So what were you 
doing the night Miss Locher underwent her dream ordeal? (You weren’t with 
me, I know that!) And how many of those eidola on my poor patient’s mental 
screen were images projected from an outside source? These are just some of 
the peculiar questions which lately seem so necessary to ask. 

But the answers to such questions would still only establish your means 
in this crime. What about your motive? On this point I need not exert my 


psychic resources. It seems there is nothing you won’t do to impose your ideas 


upon common humanity—deplorably on your patients, obnoxiously on your 
colleagues, and affectionately (I hope) on me. I know it must be hard for a 
lonely visionary like yourself to remain mute and ignored, but you’ve chosen 
such an eccentric path to follow that I fear there are few spirits brave enough 
to accompany you into those zones of calculated deception, at least not 
voluntarily. 

Which brings us back to Miss Locher. By the close of our first, and only, 
session I still wasn’t sure whether she was a willing or unwilling emissary of 
yours. Hence, I kept mum about anything concerning your role in this mystery 
tale. Nor did she happen to speak of you in any significant way, except of 
course unconsciously in hypnosis. At any rate, as first sessions go, this one was 
more arduous and time-consuming than usual, which left my new patient no 
less tautly wired than when we began. Not unreasonably, she asked me to 
prescribe for her. As Dr. Bovary tried to assuage the oppressive dreams of his 
wife with a prescription of valerian and camphor baths, I supplied Miss 
Locher with a program for serenity that included Valium and companionship 
(the latter of which I also recommend for us, dolling). Then we made a date 
for the following Wednesday at the same time. Miss Locher seemed most 
grateful, though not enough, according to my secretary, to pay up what she 
owed. And wait till you find out where she wanted us to send the bill. 

The following week Miss Locher did not appear for her appointment. 
This did not really alarm me, for as you know many patients—armed with a 
script for tranquilizers and a single experience of therapy—decide they don’t 
need any more help. But by then I had developed such a personal interest in 
Miss Locher’s case that I was seriously disappointed at the prospect of not 
being able to pursue it further. 

After fifteen patientless minutes had elapsed, I had my secretary call 
Miss Locher at the number she gave us. (With my former secretary—rest in 
peace—this would have been done automatically; so the new girl is not as 
good as you said she was, doctor. I shouldn’t have let you insinuate her into 
my employ...but that’s my fault, isn’t it?) Maggie came into my office a few 
minutes later, presumably after she’d tried to reach Miss Locher. With rather 


cryptic impudence she suggested I dial the number myself, giving me the form 
containing all the information on our new patient. Then she left the room 
without saying another word. The nerve of that soon-to-be-unemployed girl. 

I called the number, and it rang twice before someone answered. This 
someone was a young woman by the sound of her voice, though not our Miss 
Locher. And the way she answered the phone told me I had a wrong number 
(the right wrong number). Nevertheless, I asked if an Amy Locher was 
associated in any way with the place I called. But the answering voice 
expressed total ignorance regarding the existence of any person by that name. 
I thanked her and hung up. 

You will have to forgive me, my lovely, if by this time I began to feel like 
the victim of a hoax. “Maggie,” I intercommed, “how many more 
appointments for this afternoon?” “Just one,” she immediately answered, and 
then without being asked said: “But I can cancel it if you’d like.” I said I 
would like and that I intended to be out for the rest of the afternoon. 

My intention was to call on Miss Locher at the, probably also phony, 
address on her new patient form. I had the suspicion that the address would 
lead to the same geographical spot as had the electronic nexus of the false 
phone number. Of course I could have easily verified this without leaving my 
office; but knowing you, sweet one, I thought that a personal visit was 
warranted. And I was right. 

The address was a half-hour’s drive away. It was in a high-class suburb 
on the other side of town from that high-class suburb in which I have my 
office. (And I wish you would move your own place of business from its 
present location, unless for some reason you need to be near a skid-row source 
that broadcasts on frequencies of chaos and squalor, which you’d probably 
claim.) I parked my big black car down the block from the street number I 
was seeking, which turned out to be located in the middle of the suburb’s 
shopping district. 

This was last Wednesday, which, if you'll recall, was a meteorologically 
abysmal day (an accomplishment I do not list among all your orchestrated 


connivances of my adventure). It was dim and moody most of the morning, 


and so prematurely dark by late afternoon that there were stars seemingly 
visible in the sky. A storm was imminent and the air was appropriately 
galvanized with a pre-deluge feeling of suspense. Display windows were softly 
glowing, and a jewelry store twinkled in the threatening gloom as I passed by. 
Of course, there’s no further need to describe the atmosphere of that day, 
dear love. I just wanted to show how sensitive I was to a certain kind of 
portentous mood I know you adore, and how ripe I’'d become for the staged 
antics to follow. 

Distancewise, I only had to walk a few steps before arriving at the place 
purported to be the home of our Miss L. By then it was quite clear what I 
would find. There were no surprises so far. When I looked up at the neon- 
inscribed name of the shop, I heard a young woman’s telephone voice 
whispering the words into my ear: Mademoiselle Fashions. And this is the 
store—n’est pas?—where it seems you acquire so many of your own lovely 
ensembles. But I’m jumping ahead with my expectations. 

What I did not expect were the sheer lengths to which you would go in 
order to fire up my sense of strange revelation. Was this, I pray, done to bring 
us closer in the divine bonds of unreality? Anyway, I saw what you wanted 
me to see, or what I thought you wanted me to see, in the window of Mlle 
Fashions. The thing was even dressed in the same plaid-skirted outfit that I 
recall Miss Locher was wearing on her only visit to my office. And I have to 
admit that I was taken aback when I focused on the frozen face of the 
manikin. Then again, perhaps I was subliminally looking for a resemblance 
between Miss Locher (your fellow conspirator, whether she knows it or not) 
and the figure in the window. You can probably guess what I noticed, or 
thought I noticed, about its eyes—what you would have me perceive as a 
watery gleam in their fixed gaze. Oh, woe is this Wednesday’s child! 

Unfortunately, I was unable to linger long enough to confirm positively 
the above perception, for a medium-intensity shower began to descend at that 
point. The rain sent me running to a nearby phone booth, where I had some 
business to conduct anyway. Retrieving the number of the clothing shop from 


my memory, I phoned them for the second time that afternoon. That was 


easy. What was not quite as easy was imitating your voice, my high-pitched 
love, and asking if the store’s accounting department had mailed out a bill that 
month for my, I mean your, charge account. My impersonation of you must 
have been adequate, for the voice on the phone reminded me that I'd already 
taken care of all my recent expenditures. I, by whom I mean you, thanked the 
salesgirl for this information, apologizing for “our” forgetfulness, and then said 
good-bye. Perhaps I should have asked the girl if she was the one who helped 
rig up that manikin to look like Miss Locher, if indeed the situation was not 
the other way around, with Miss Locher following the fashion of display- 
window dummies. In any case, I did establish a definite link between you and 
the clothing shop. It seemed you might have accomplices anywhere, and to tell 
you the truth I was beginning to feel a bit paranoid standing in that little 
phone booth. 

The rain was coming down even harder as I made a mad dash back to 
my black sedan. A bit soaked, I sat in the car for a few moments wiping off 
my rain-spotted glasses with a handkerchief. I said that I felt a slight case of 
paranoia coming on, and what follows proves it. While sitting there with my 
glasses off, I thought I saw something move in the rearview mirror. My visual 
vulnerability, combined with the claustrophobic sensation of being in a car 
with rain-blinded windows, together added up to a momentary but very 
definite panic on my part. I quickly put on my glasses and found there was no 
one—and no thing—whatever in the back seat. But the point is that I was 
forced to physically verify this fact in order to relieve my spasm of anxiety. 
You succeeded, my love, in getting me to experience a moment of self-terror. 
And in that moment I, too, became an accomplice in the mystical conspiracy 
of a treacherous universe. Brava! 

You have indeed succeeded—assuming my inferences stand solid—in 
swaying me on a string you hold between your delicate fingers. Having 
confessed this much, I can now get to the real focus and “motivating factor” of 
my appeal to you. This has far less to do with A. Locher than it does with us, 
dearest. Please try to be sympathetic and, above all, patient. 


I have not been well lately, and you know the reason why. This business 


with Miss Locher, far from bringing us to a more intimate understanding of 
each other, has only made the situation worse. Horrible nightmares now 
plague me on a nightly basis. Me, of all people! And they are directly due to 
the well-intentioned (I think) influence of you and Miss L. Let me describe 
one of these nightmares for you, and thereby describe them all. This will be 
the last dream story, I promise. 

In the dream I am in my bedroom, sitting upon my unmade bed and 
wearing my pajamas (Oh, will you never see them?). 

The room is partially illuminated by beams from a streetlight shining 
through the window. And it also seems to me that a galaxy of constellations, 
though not witnessed firsthand, are contributing their light to the scene, a 
vaporous glowing which unnaturally blanches the entire upstairs of the house. 
I have to use the bathroom and walk sleepily out to the hallway...where I get 
the shock of my life. 

In the whitened hallway—I cannot say brightened, because it is almost 
as if a fluorescent powder coats everything—there are things that look like 
people dressed as dolls, or else dolls made up to look like people. I remember 
being confused about which it was. And they are lying up and down the 
floor, at the top of the stairway, and even upon the stairs themselves as they 
disappear into the darker regions below. When I emerge from the bedroom, I 
see their eyes shining in the white darkness, and their heads are turned in all 
directions. Paralyzed—yes!—with terror, I merely return a fixed gaze, 
wondering if my eyes are shining the same as theirs. Then one of the doll 
people, slouching against the wall on my left, turns its head haltingly upon a 
stiff little neck and looks straight at me. Worse, it talks. And its voice is a 
horrible parody of human speech. Even more horrible are its words when it 
says: “Become as we are, sweetie. Die into us.” Suddenly I begin to feel very 
weak, as if my life were being drained out of me. Summoning all my 
willpower, I manage to rush back to my bed, which ends the dream. 

After I awake, screaming, my heart pounds like a mad prisoner inside me 
and doesn’t let up until morning. This is very disturbing, for there’s truth in 


those studies relating nightmares to cardiac arrest. For some poor souls, that 


imaginary incubus squatting upon their sleeping forms can do real medical 
harm. And I do not want to become one of these cases. 

You can help me, my precious. I know you didn’t intend things to turn 
out this way, but that bit of intrigue you perpetrated with the help of Miss 
Locher has really gotten to me. Consciously, of course, I still uphold the 
criticism I’ve already expressed about the basic absurdity of your work. 
Unconsciously, however, you seem to have awakened me to a stratum of 
abject terror. I will at least admit that your ideas form a powerful psychic 
metaphor, though no more than that. Which is quite enough, isn’t it? It’s 
certainly quite enough to inspire the writing of this letter, in which I plead for 
your attention, since I’ve failed to attract it in any other way. I can’t go on 
like this! With your harrowing trickery you have possessed me down to my 
deepest self. Please release me from this spell, and let’s begin a normal 
romance. However unknown may be their psychic mechanisms, it’s only 
emotions that matter—not zones of the unreal, not a metaphysics stripped of 
all that is human. 

In Miss Locher I believe you sent me an embodiment of your deepest 
convictions. But suppose I start admitting uncanny things about her? Suppose 
I grant that she was somehow just a dream. Suppose I allow that she was not 
a girl but actually a thing without a self, an unreality that, in accord with 
your vision of existence, dreamed it was a human being and not just a 
fabricated impersonation of our flesh? You would have me entertain such 
thoughts. You would have me think there is some mysterious affinity among 
the things of this world, and of other worlds. So what if there is? I don’t care 
anymore. 

Forget other selves. Forget the third (fourth, nth) person view of life in 
which some god or demon has individuated itself into bits and pieces of all 
that is. Only first and second persons matter (I and thou). And by all means 
forget dreams. I, for one, know I’m not a dream. I am real, Dr.——-——. 
(There, how do you like being an anonymity without foundation in this or 
any other universe?) So please be so kind as to acknowledge the reality of my 


existence. 


It is now after midnight, and I dread going to sleep and having another 
of those nightmares. You can save me from this fate, if only you can find it in 
your heart to do so. But you must hurry. Time is running out for us, just as 
these last few waking moments are now running out for me. Tell me it is still 
not too late for our love. Please don’t destroy everything for us. You will only 
hurt yourself. And despite your highflown theory of masochism, there is 
really nothing divine about it. So no more playing of the inhuman visionary. 
Be simple, be nice. Oh, I am so tired. I must say good night, then, but not 
goodbye, my foolish love. Hear me now. Sleep your singular sleep and dream 
of the many, all the other things that are you and that are me—and that are 
none of us. Wake up to the dolls of your dreams, which are their dreams, too. 
Die into them and leave me in peace. I will come for you later, and then you 
can always be with me in a special corner all your own, just as my little Amy 
once was. This is what you’ve wanted, and this you shall have. Die into them, 


you simple soul, you silly dolling. Die with a nice bright gleam in your eyes. 


The Chymist 


Hello, Miss. Why, yes, as a matter of fact I am looking for some company this 
evening. My name is Simon, and you are...Rosemary. Funny, I was just 
daydreaming in the key of Rosicrucianism. Never mind. Please sit, and watch 
out for splinters on your chair, so you don’t catch your dress. It appears that 
everything around here has come to the point of frays and splinters. But what 
this old place lacks in refinement of decor is amply offset by its atmosphere, 
don’t you think? Yes, as you say, I suppose it does serve its purpose. It’s a 
little lax as far as table service, though. I’m afraid that in the way of drinks 
one must procure for one’s self. Thank you, I’m glad you think I have a nice 
way of talkin’. Now, can I get you something from the bar? All right, a beer 
you shall have. And do me a favor please: before I return, you will already 
have taken that wad of gum out of your mouth. Thank you, and I'll be back 
shortly with our drinks. 

Here you are, Rosie, one beer from the bar. Just don’t belch and we'll get 
along fine. I’m pleased to see you’ve gotten rid of your gum, though I hope 
you didn’t swallow it. One’s gut should probably remain ignorant of what it’s 
like to accommodate bubble gum and beer in the same digestive episode. I 
know it’s your gut, but I take an interest in what gets into the workings of 
any human vessel. That’s right—vessel. You want me to spell it? No, I’m not 
making fun of you. It’s just that there are certain interactions that take place 
when the vessel in question is the delicate system of H. sapiens, as opposed to 


a chalice in a church or a serum vial in a laboratory. Quite so, that none-too- 


sterile glass in your immaculate hand is a vessel, now you've got it. 

My glass? Yes, you do see a lot of red in there. I like red drinks. Created 
this one myself. A Red Rum Ginny, I call it. White rum, gin, pale ginger ale, 
and, ideally, cranberry juice, though the bartender here had to substitute some 
maraschino solution, which has neither the rich red color nor a fraction of the 
tartness of your smile. Here, take a sip. If you don’t like it, say so. Yes, 
different is the word for it, the wellspring of its interest. Even the most 
faithful adherence to an established mixological formula results in some 
difference that can be discerned in even the most banal of cocktails, not to 
mention other concoctions in the alcoholic formulary. You just have to 
cultivate the sensitivity to notice that difference. Ask any wine taster. And 
that sensitivity may be extended to every experience in our lives. Though we 
may think we’re doing the same old thing in the same old way day in and day 
out, fluctuations from the norm are the norm. You can’t step into the same 
river twice, as the philosopher said. Each passing moment diverts to follow its 
own course from the one before, often quite strangely. 

I have a very keen appreciation of diversity, if I do say so myself. You’re 
smiling at my emphasis. You think you know something about me, and 
perhaps you do. Sharp girl! But perversity, as you no doubt were thinking, is 
only one of the more ostentatious forms of the diverse. And diversions call the 
tune of the dance of life, even at the subatomic level. 

Wow, you really guzzled down that bubbly beverage. Would you like 
another, or perhaps I can offer you something of my own invention? Yes, I 
have created other drinks. There’s another red potation I’ve pioneered that’s 
actually just a variation on a standard number. The Sweet and Sour Bloody 
Mary, made with high-test vodka, tonic water, sugar, a lemon slice, and 
ketchup. It does sound like a meal in itself at that. Very fortifying. No, sorry 
to spoil your joke, my fondness for crimson highballs does not extend to the 
vampire’s neck-drawn nectar. Besides, I’m quite able to work during daylight 
hours. 

Where? Well, I suppose I can tell you, sub rosa, that I’m employed by a 


pharmaceutical company not far from here. I’m a chemist there. Yes, really. 


Well, it’s nice the way you could see right off that I wasn’t no average guy 
just lookin’ for some fun after a hard day’s work. Perceptive girl! However, I 
did in fact come directly here after working a little overtime. I noticed while I 
was at the bar counter that you were eyeing and toeing the briefcase I 
brought in with me and set so discreetly under the table. You guessed it, I do 
happen to be carrying “work stuff” in there, among other things. Spot on, my 
dear—it would be foolish to leave anything important out in the car in this 
red-light district. 

Well, I wouldn’t say that this part of town is simply a pit. It is, of course, 
that. But your colloquialism doesn’t begin to describe the various dimensions 
of decrepitude in the local geography. Decrepitude, Ro. It has your pit in it 
and a lot more besides. I speak from experience, more than you would believe. 
This whole city is most certainly a pitiful corpse, while the neighborhood 
outside the walls of this bar has the distinction of being the withering heart of 
the deceased. And I am a devoted student of its anatomy—a pathologist, 
after a fashion, with an eye for necroses that others overlook. 

For instance, have you ever been to that place called Speakeasy? Well, 
then you have some acquaintance with a bastardized nostalgia—the 
putrescence of things past. Yes, up a flight of stairs inside an old burlesque 
house is a high echoey hall with a leftover Deco interior of arching mirrors 
and chrome chandeliers. And there the giant painted silhouettes of bony 
flappers and gaunt Gatsbys sport about the curving ballroom walls, towering 
over the dance floor, their funereal elegance mocking the awkward gyrations 
of the living. An old dream with a new veneer. It’s fascinating, you know, 
how an obsolete madness is sometimes adopted and stylized in an attempt to 
ghoulishly preserve it. These are the days of second-hand fantasies and out-of 
date distractions. 

But there are other sights in this city that I think are much more 
interesting. Not the least of which are those storefront temples of dubious 
denomination. There’s one on Third and Dickerson called the Church of the 
True Dividing Light, not to be mistaken, I presume, with that false light 
which blinds so many searching eyes. Oddly enough, I’ve yet to see any light 


at all shining through the windows of this gray dwarfish building, and I 
always look for some sort of illumination as I ride by. 

I tell you, no one worships this city as I do. Especially its witticisms of 
proximity, one strange thing next to another, which together add up to a 
greater strangeness. One of the more grotesque examples of this phenomenon 
occurs when you observe that a little shop whose display window features a 
fabulous array of prosthetic devices is right next-door to Marv’s Second Hand 
City. Then there are those places—you’ve noticed them, I’m sure—that are 
freakishly suggestive in a variety of ways. One of them is that pink and black 
checkerboard box on Bender Boulevard that calls itself Bill’s Bender Lounge, 
where a garish marquee advertises Nightly Entertainment. And if you stare 
at that legend long enough, the word “nightly” will begin to connote more 
than the interval between dusk and dawn. Soon this simple term becomes 
truly evocative, as if it were code for the most exotic of nocturnal 
entertainments. And speaking of entertainment, I should cite that 
establishment whose owner, no doubt an epicure of musical comedy, gave it 
the title of Guys and Dolls, Inc. What a genius of vulgarity, considering that 
this business is devoted solely to the sale and repair of manikins. Or is it really 
a front for a bordello of dummies? No offense intended, Rosalie. 

I could go on—I still haven’t mentioned Miss Wanda’s Wigs or that 
ancient and squalid hotel that boasts “A Bath in Every Room”—but maybe 
you're becoming a bit bored. Yes, I can understand what you mean when you 
say you don’t notice that stuff after a while. The mind becomes dull and 
complacent, I know. Sometimes I get that way myself. But it seems that just 
when I’m comfortably mired in complacency, some good jolt comes along. 

Maybe I’m sitting in my car, waiting for a red light to change. A 
derelict, drunk or brain-diseased, comes up to my defenseless vehicle and 
pounds on my windows—with both fists, like so—and demands a cigarette. 
He touches his ragged lips with scissored fingers to convey his meaning, 
having left speech behind him long ago. A cigarette? Iam a chemist, good sir, 
not a tobacconist. The traffic signal changes and I drive on, watching the 


bum’s half-collapsed form shrinking in my rearview mirror. But somehow I’ve 


taken him on as a passenger, a ghostly shape sitting bleary-eyed beside me and 
raving about all kinds of senseless and fascinating things, the autobiography of 
confusion. And in a little while I’m back on the lookout once more. 

Touching story, don’t you— Yes, I suppose it is getting a bit late and we 
haven’t made much progress. Your apartment? I think that would be fine. No, 
I had nothing else in mind as far as where we might do business. Your place is 
okay. Where is it, though? No kidding? That’s the old Temple Towers with a 
new cognomen. Excellent, our ride will take us through the neighborhood in 
the shadow of the brewery. What floor of the building do you live on? Well, a 
veritable penthouse, an urban aerie. The loftier the better, I say. 

Shall we go, then? My car is parked right out front. 

I hope it hasn’t decided to rain. Nope, it’s a beautiful night. But look, 
that’s my car where that cop is standing. Just stay calm. I certainly won’t say 
anything if you don’t. You’re not, by chance, a vice officer in disguise, are you, 
Rosiecrantz? You wouldn’t betray this unsuspecting Hamlet. A simple “no” 
would have been sufficient. If you use that kind of language again I'll turn you 
in to the authorities right now, and then we can see what sort of arrest record 
you've accumulated in your brilliant career. Silence, that’s good. Just let me do 
the talking. Here goes. 

Hi, officer. Yeah, that’s my car. It’s parked okay, isn’t it? Geez, that’s a 
relief. For a second I thought...my license and registration? Sure thing. Here 
you go. Beg pardon? Yeah, I guess I am a little far from home. But I work 
close by. I’m a stockbroker, here’s my card. You know, I’ve been in the 
business for some time now, and I can almost tell just by the look of a guy if 
he’s got something invested in the market. I'd bet that you have. See there, I 
knew I was right. Doesn’t matter if you’re just smalltime. Hey, have you been 
in touch with an investment counsellor lately? Well, you should. There’s a lot 
going on. People talk about inflation, recession, depression. Forget it. If you 
know where to put your finances, I mean really know, it doesn’t matter if it’s 
Friday the 13th and the streets are bloody with corporate corpses. 

Smart advice is what you need. It’s all anyone needs. For example—and 


I tell you this just to make a point—there’s an outfit in this city, not a half- 


mile from here in fact, by the name of Lochmyer Laboratories. They’ve been 
working on a new product and are just about ready to market it. ‘Course I 
don’t understand the whole technical end of it, but I know for sure that it’s 
going to revolutionize the field of—what d’you call it— 
psychopharmaceuticals. Revolutionize it the way antidepressants did. It'll be 
bigger than antidepressants. You know what I mean? That’s the kind of thing 
you've got to know. 

That’s right, officer, Lochmyer Laboratories. Good company all around. I 
own stock in it myself. What tip, hell? Hey, you don’t have to thank me. Beg 
pardon? A tip for me? Well, now that you mention it, there probably are 
better neighborhoods for a man such as myself to be frequenting. You’ve got 
my promise that you won’t be seeing me around here anymore. I appreciate 
that, officer. I'll remember. And you remember Loch Lab. Right, then. “Night 
to you. 

Wait for his car to turn the corner, Rosie, before getting in mine. We’ll 
let the lawman maintain the illusion that his warning has set me straight with 
regard to the dangers of this seamy area and your seamy self. He looked at 
you like an old friend. Could have been trouble for both of us. You’re a smart 
girl to have sat at my table tonight. I think my briefcase impressed him, don’t 
you? Okay, we can get in the car now. 

Yes, I did get us out of a touchy situation with that cop. But I hope 
when you just mentioned my BS apropos of that scene with the policeman, 
you had in mind the Bachelor of Science degree I received when I was twelve 
years old. This is your last warning about unclean idioms. Now roll down 
your window and let’s air your words out of this car as we drive. And as far 
as my deceiving that fine officer goes—I actually didn’t. No, I’m not really a 
stockbroker. I told you the truth about being in chemicals. And I told that 
mole-eyed patrolman the truth when I advised him to put his money in 
Lochmyer Lab, for we are about to market a new mind medicine that should 
make our investors as pleased as amphetamine addicts at an allnight coffee 
shop. How did I know he owned stock in the first place? That is strange, isn’t 
it? I guess I was just lucky. This is just my lucky night—and yours too. 


You don’t much like the policia, do you, Rrrosa? Yes, of course I can 
blame you. Without them, where would all of us outlaws be? What would 
we have? Only a lawless paradise...and paradise is a bore. Violence without 
violation is only a noise heard by no one, the most horrendous sound in the 
universe. No, I realize you don’t have anything to do with violence. I didn’t 
mean to imply you did. Yes, I can drop you off back at the bar when we’ve 
finished at your apartment. Of course. 

Right now let’s just enjoy the ride. What do you mean “so what’s to 
enjoy”? Can’t you see we're nearing the brewery? Look, there’s its beer- 
golden sign, advertising the alchemical quest to transmute base ingredients 
into liquid gold. Alchemical, Rosetta. And I’m not referring to that cheapjack 
firm of Allied Chem. Just look around at these caved-in houses, these seedy 
stores, each one of them a sacred site of the city, a shrine, if you will. You 
won't? You’ve seen it all a million times? A slum is a slum is a slum, eh? 
Always the same. Always? 

Never. 

What about when it’s raining and the brown bricks of these old places 
start to drip and darken? And the smoke-gray sky is the smoky mirror of your 
soul. You give a lightning blink at a row of condemned buildings, starkly 
outlining them. And do they blink back at you? Or does that happen only in 
another type of storm, when windows are slyly browed with city-soiled 
clumps of snow. Was it under such conditions that you first thought of all the 
cold and dark places in the universe, all the clammy basements and gloomy 
attics of creation? Bleak locales you’d rather not think about, but at the time 
couldn’t keep from your mind. Another time you could have. No two times 
are the same. No two lives are alike. We're like aliens to one another. And 
when you’re traveling through these streets with some stranger, you have to 
contend with how they see things, the way you now must deal with my 20-20 
visions and I with your blasé near-sightedness. Are these the same gutted 
houses you saw last night, or even a second ago? Or are they like the fluxing 
clouds that swirl above the chimneys and trees, and then pass on? 


The alchemical transmutations are infinite and continuous, working all 


the time like slaves in the Great Laboratory. Tell me you can’t perceive their 
work, especially in this part of the city. Especially where the glamour and 
sanity of former days wears a new mask of rats and rot, where an old style is 
transformed by time into a parody of itself which no man could foresee, where 
greater and greater schisms are forever developing between past shapes and 
future shapelessness, and finally where the evolution toward ultimate 
diversity can be glimpsed as if in a magic mirror. 

This is, of course, the real alchemy, as you’ve probably gathered, and not 
that other kind which theorized that everything was struggling toward an 
auric perfection. Lead into gold, lower matter into higher spirit. No, it’s not 
like that. Just the opposite, in point of fact. Please don’t put that hunk of gum 
in your mouth. Throw it out the window, now! 

As I was saying, everything is just variation without a theme. Oh, 
perhaps there is some unchanging ideal, some sturdy absolute. Scientifically, I 
suppose, we should allow for that improbability. But to reach that ideal 
would mean a hopeless stroll along the path to hypothetically higher worlds. 
And on the way our ideas become feverish and confused. What begins as a 
solitary truth soon proliferates like malignant cells in the body of a dream, a 
body whose true outline remains unknown. Perhaps, then, we should be 
grateful to the whims of chemistry, the caprices of circumstance, and the 
enigmas of personal taste for giving us such an array of strictly local realities 
and desires. 

No, I didn’t always think this freaky, as you put it. But I can tell you 
almost precisely when I began to see the truth of things. I was a callow 
freshman in college, even callower than most, given my precocious progress. 
One day something seemed to change in my chemistry, as I like to think of it. 
It was quite horrible for a while. Eventually, though, I realized that the 
alteration was from a false chemistry to a true one. Yes, that’s when I decided 
to pursue the subject as my career, my calling. But that’s a story in itself, and 
here we are now at your apartment tower. 

Please don’t slam the car door the way you were about to. No need to 


draw attention to our presence. You're right, there’s really no one around to 


be attentive anyway. The local street vermin seem to have withdrawn into 
their burrows. Oops, almost forgot my briefcase. Wouldn’t want to leave it 
unattended in this neighborhood, isn’t that right? You’re smiling about my 
briefcase, aren’t you, Maryrose? You think you know something again. Well, 
go ahead and think that if you like. Everybody likes to think he has inside 
information. That policeman, for example. You could see how pleased he was 
to instantly become a man of knowledge, even if it’s only by way of inside 
information about some stock on the market. Everybody wants to know 
what’s what, scientia arcana, the real dope. 

Maybe I do have some dope in my case. Then again, maybe it’s just an 
empty prop, a leather vessel with a void inside. But you already know that I 
work for a dope company. You were thinking that, weren’t you? Well, let’s go 
up to your place and find out. 

Cozy little lobby you have here. But I’m afraid the atmosphere is doing 
strange things to that pot of ferns over there. Of course I know they’re 
artificial. Which only means that Nature, one of the Great Chemists, made 
them at one remove, that’s all. Here, this elevator seems to be working, 
though a little noisily. After you, Lady R. The twenty-second floor if I 
remember right, and I always do. Uh, I believe there’s to be no smoking in 
this elevator, if you don’t mind. Thank you. And here we are. I'll bet your 
place is down this way. See, I am always right. Isn’t that funny? Yes, ’m 
coming, I’m coming. 

Well, your apartment has a very nice door. No, you’re wrong. There’s 
no such thing as “just like all the others.” Yours is quite different, can’t you 
see that? And tonight your door is visibly different from any other time 
you've seen it. I’m not just being egoistical about my unique presence at your 
threshold this evening. Do you see what I mean? Well, I’m sorry if you feel 
I’ve been lecturing you all night. I was a pedagogue once, which I suppose is 
obvious. It’s just that there are some important things I must impart to you, 
my little rosebud, before we’re through. Okay? Now, let’s go in and see what 
kind of view you have from up here. 


Keep the ceiling light off please, so that I don’t have to look at a double 


of this sleazy room reflected in your window. One of your dim lamps should 
give us all the light we need. There, that’s fine. You do have a good view of 
the city from this height. I think it’s perfect, not too far up. I live in a mere 
two-story house myself and being up here makes me dizzily realize what I’m 
missing. From this lofty keep I could nightly look out upon the city and its 
constant mutations. A different city every night. Yes, Rosie, I have to say 
you're right—-sarcastic tone and all—the city is indeed also a vessel. And it’s 
one that obediently takes the shape of very strange contents. The Great 
Chemists are working out unfathomable formulae down there. Look at those 
lights outlining the different venues and avenues below. Look at their lines 
and interconnections. They’re like a skeleton of something...the skeleton of a 
dream, the hidden framework ready at any moment to shift its structure to 
support a new shape. The Great Chemists are always dreaming new things 
and risking that they may wake up while doing so. Should that ever happen 
you can be assured there will be hell to pay. 

My imagination? No, I don’t think it’s vivid at all. On the contrary, it’s 
not nearly potent enough. My poor imaginative faculties have always 
needed...extensions. That’s why I’m here with you. You're smiling again, or 
rather you’re smirking. Funny word, smirk. Rather like an extraterrestrial 
surname. Simon Smirk. How do you think that sounds? 

Yes, maybe we are wasting too much time. But of course we'll have to 
endure just one more delay while I rummage around in my briefcase and 
remove what you’ve been waiting for. So you hope it’s good dope, eh? Well, 
you'll have a chance to find out, since you seem so anxious to become a vessel 
yourself for my chemicals. No, stay seated just where you are please. There’s 
no reason for you to glimpse every elixir I’ve got in here. The only thing I 
have that might interest you is secured in one squat little container screwed 
tightly closed with a black cap...and here it is! 

Yes, it does look like a bottle of powdered light. That’s very observant. 
What is it? I thought you would know by now. Here, hold out your hand and 
you can have a closer look. Just a little mound sprinkled in the middle of your 


sweaty palm, about one brainful to be precise. Doesn’t it look like pulverized 


diamonds? It glitters, yes it does. I don’t blame you for thinking it might be 
dangerous to snort, or whatever else you imagine you’re supposed to do with 
it. But if you watch my magic dust very closely you'll see that you don’t have 
to do anything at all. 

See, it dissolved right into you. Disappeared completely, except for a few 
stray grains. But don’t worry about them. Calm down, the burning will soon 
go away. There’s no point in trying to rub the drug off your hand. It’s in your 
system now. And it certainly won't help to get excited, nor are threats of any 
use to you. Please remain seated in that chair. 

Can you feel any effects yet? I mean besides the fact that you’re no 
longer able to move your arms or legs. That’s just the beginning of this nightly 
entertainment. The opalescent substance you've just absorbed has now made 
possible a very interesting relationship between us, my red red rose. The drug 
has rendered you fantastically sensitive to the shaping influence of a certain 
form of energy, namely that which is being generated by me, or rather 
through me. To put it romantically, ’'m now dreaming you. That’s really the 
only way I can explain it that you might understand. Not dreaming about 
you, like some old love song. ’m dreaming you. Your arms and legs don’t 
respond to your brain’s commands because I’m dreaming of someone who is as 
still as a statue. I hope you can appreciate how remarkable this is. 

Damn! I suppose that was your attempt to scream. You really are 
terrified, aren’t you? Just to be safe, perhaps I’d better dream of someone who 
hasn’t anything to scream with. There, that should do it. You do look strange, 
though, like that. But this is only just the beginning. These minor tricks are 
child’s play and I’m sure don’t impress you in any way whatever. Soon I'll 
show you that I can really make an impression, once I put my mind to it. 

Is there something in your eyes? Yes, I can see there is. A question. 
Right now you would like to ask, if only you still had the means to do so, 
what’s to become of old Rosie? It’s only fair that you should know. 

We are presently coming into perfect tune with each other, my dreams 
and my dream girl. You are about to become the flesh and blood kaleidoscope 


of my imagination. In the latter stages of this procedure anything might 


happen. Your form will know no limits of diversity as the Great Chemists 
themselves take over. Soon I will put my dreaming in the hands of a 
prodigious insurrection of entity, and I’m sure there will be some surprises for 
both of us. That’s one thing which never changes. 

Nevertheless, there is still a problem with this process. It’s not really 
perfect, certainly not marketable, as we say in the pill business. And wouldn’t 
that be boring if it were perfect? What I mean to say is that under the stress 
of such diverse metamorphoses, the original structure of the object somehow 
breaks down. The consequence of this is simple—you can never be as you 
once were. I’m very sorry. You'll have to remain in whatever curious 
incarnation you take on at the dream’s end. Which should rattle the wits of 
whoever is unfortunate enough to find you. But don’t worry, you will not live 
long after I leave here. And by then you will have experienced god-like 
powers of proteation which I myself cannot hope to know, no matter how 
intimately I may try. 

And now I think we can proceed with what has been your destiny all 
along. Are you ready? I am entirely ready and by degrees am giving myself 
over to those forces which go their own way and take us with them. Can you 
feel us both being swept into a tempest of transfigurations? Can you feel the 
fevers of this chemist? The power of my dreaming, my dreaming, my 
dreaming, my... 


Now Rose of madness—BLOOM! 


Drink to Me Only with Labyrinthine Eyes 


Everyone at the party comments on them. They ask if I had them altered in 
some way, suggest that I’ve tucked some strange crystallized lenses under my 
eyelids. I tell them no, that I was born with these singular optic organs. 
They’re not from some optometrist’s bag of tricks, not the result of surgical 
mayhem. Of course they find this hard to believe, especially when I tell them I 
was also born with the full powers of a master hypnotist...and from there I 
rapidly evolved, advancing into a mesmeric wilderness untrod before or since 
by any others of my calling. No, I wouldn’t say business or profession, I would 
have to say calling. What else do you call it when you're destined from birth, 
marked by fate’s stigmata? At this point they smile politely, saying that they 
really enjoyed the show and that I certainly am good at what I do. I tell them 
how grateful I am for the opportunity to perform for such fancy persons in 
such a fancy house. Unsure to what extent I’m just kidding them, they 
nervously twirl the stems of their champagne glasses, the beverage sparkling 
and the crystal twinkling under a chandelier’s kaleidoscopic blaze. Despite all 
the beauty, power, and prestige socializing in this rather baroque room 
tonight, I think they know how basically ordinary they all are. They are very 
impressed by me and my assistant, who have been asked to mingle with the 
guests and amuse them in whatever way we can. One gentleman with a 
flushed face looks across the room at my partner in animal magnetism, guzzling 
his drink as he does so. “Would you like to meet her,” I ask. “You bet,” he 
replies. They all do. They all want to know you, my angel. 


Earlier in the evening we presented our show to these lovely people. I 
instructed the host of the party to serve no alcohol before our performance, 
and to arrange the furniture of this overwrought room in a way that would 
allow everyone a perfect view of us on our little platform. He complied 
obediently, of course. He also conceded to my request for payment in advance. 
Such an agreeable man, giving in to the will of another so readily. 

At the start of the show I am alone before a silent audience. All 
illumination is cancelled except a single spotlight which I have set up on the 
floor exactly two point two meters from the stage. The spotlight focuses on a 
pair of metronomes, their batons sweeping back and forth in perfect unison 
like windshield wipers in the rain: smoothly back and smoothly forth, back 
and forth, back and forth. And at the tip of each baton is a replica of each of 
my eyes swaying left and right in full view of everyone, while my voice speaks 
to them from a shadowy edge of the stage. First I give a brief lecture on 
hypnosis, its name and nature. After that I say: “Ladies and gentlemen: Please 
direct your attention to this glossy black cabinet. Within stands the most 
beautiful creature you have ever beheld. From heaven itself she has 
descended, a seraph of the highest order. And for your enjoyment she is 
already in the deepest trance. You will see her and be amazed.” There is a 
dramatic pause during which my eyes fix upon the congregation before me, 
keeping control of them. When I look back toward the cabinet the trick door 
opens, seemingly of its own will. 

As if with one voice, the audience emits a quiet gasp, and for a second I 
panic. Then there is applause, reassuring me that everything is all right, that 
they like the figure exhibited before them. What they see is standing upright 
inside the cabinet, her slender arms held absolutely still at her sides. She is 
wearing a tiny sequined outfit, a vulgar costume whose rampant glitter 
somehow transcends the cliché, rejuvenating its shoddy soul. Her eyes are two 
bluish gems in an alabaster setting, and her gaze seems to be fixed on infinity. 
After the audience has had a good look, I say: “Now, my angel, you must 
fall.” At this signal she begins to totter within the box. Finally she teeters into 


a forward topple. At the last moment I reach down, collar her throat with 


one hand, and arrest her inflexible figure a few inches before it hits the stage. 
Not a lock of her golden hair is stirred out of place, and her bejeweled tiara 
holds tightly to her head. There is applause while I restore my long-limbed 
assistant to a vertical position. 

Now begins the performance proper, which is an array of mesmeric 
stunts along with some magic. I place the somnambule’s hypnotically stiffened 
body horizontally between two chairs and ask some behemoth from the 
audience to come up and sit on her. The man is only too glad to do this. Then 
I command the somnambule to become inhumanly limp so that I may stuff her 
into an impossibly small box. But she’s only limber enough to fit halfway into 
the receptacle, I tell the audience. So I inform them that I must break her neck 
and other bones in order to push her whole body inside. All onlookers are on 
the edge of their seats, and I beg them to remain composed even though they 
may see some blood squeeze out the edges of the box as I close its lid. They 
love it when my assistant slowly rises up intact and unbloodied. (Nonetheless, 
like all crowds who attend events where there is, or seems to be, an element 
of hazard, they secretly wish to see something go wrong.) Next is the Human 
Voodoo Doll, wherein I stick long pins into her flesh and she doesn’t wince or 
make a sound. We perform quite a few other routines in defiance of death and 
pain, afterward moving on to the memory tricks. In one of them I have 
everybody in the audience call out in quick succession his or her full name and 
birth date. Then I instruct my somnambule to repeat this information when 
requested at random to do so by individual audience members. She gets all the 
names right—and of course everyone is bowled over—but invariably the 
dates she gives are not in the past but in the future. Some of the days and 
years she mechanically speaks are relatively distant in time and some 
disturbingly near. I express astonishment at my somnambule’s behavior, 
explaining to the audience that fortune-telling is not normally part of the 
show. I apologize for this woeful display of precognition and vow to make it 
up to them with a jaw-dropping finale so as to sidetrack their minds from any 
morbid introspection. A blare of heavenly horns would not be inappropriate 


at this point. 


At my signal, my assistant moves to the precise center of the stage. Here 
she positions herself with legs outspread to form an upside-down V out of her 
lower body. Another signal and her arms elevate until they are stretched 
outward like two wings, both tensely straining to their limit. A final signal 
bids her nodding head to lift fully erect upon the muscle-knotted column of 
her neck, eyes glaring out at the audience. At the same time, the eyes out in 
the audience glare back at her with the same gaze. “Now,” I admonish them, 
“there must be total silence. This means no coughing, no snifing, no yawning, 
and no clearing of throats.” An unreasonable directive, it would seem, but one 
with which they are compliant. They are silent as a grave full of buried 
confidences. “Ladies and gentlemen,” I continue, “you are about to see 
something that I need not tout with a verbose preamble. My assistant is now 
in the deepest possible trance and every particle of her being is extremely 
sensitive to my will. When instructed, she will begin an astounding 
metamorphosis that will reveal what some of you may have conceived but 
never dared hope to look upon. Nothing more need be said. My dear, you 
may commence your change of form, code name: Seraphim.” 

There she stands—arms, legs, towering head—my five-pointed 
somnambule: a star. “Already you can see the glowing,” I tell the audience. 
“She begins to effloresce. She begins to incandesce. And now she approaches 
such radiance that she almost disappears into it—kindled to the very edge of 
worldly existence by a supernal blaze. But there is no pain, there is anything 
but eyesore.” No one in the audience is even squinting, of course, for the 
beams from her body—this labyrinth of light!—are dream beams without 
physical properties. “Keep watching,” I shout at them, pointing to my 
assistant, whose costume of foil sequins has turned to a gossamer veil floating 
about her form. “Can you see snow-white wings sprouting beyond the 
horizon of her shoulders? Has not her material casing lost all carnality and 
transmogrified into a celestial icon? Is she not the very essence of the ethereal 
—the angelic luminary beneath the human beast?” 

But I cannot sustain the moment. The light fades in the eyes of the 


audience, growing dimmer by the second, and my assistant collapses back into 


an earthly incarnation. I am exhausted. What’s worse, all our efforts seem to 
have been wasted, for the audience answers this spectacle with only 
perfunctory applause. I can hardly believe it, but the finale fell flat. They don’t 
understand. They actually like all the mock-death and bogus-pain stuff better. 
These are what fascinate them. Bah. Double bah. Well, frolic while can, you 
dullards. The show isn’t over yet. 

“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen,” I say when the lights go up and the 
meager applause dies entirely. “I hope my assistant and I have not induced 
you into somnolence this evening. You do look a little sleepy, as if you’ve been 
lulled into a trance yourselves. Which is not such a bad feeling, is it? Sinking 
deep into a downy darkness, resting your souls on pillows stuffed with soft 
shadows. But our host informs me that things will liven up very soon. 
Certainly you will awake when a little chime commands you to do so. 
Remember, it’s wake-up time when you hear the chime,” I repeat. “And now 
I believe we can prosecute this evening’s festivities.” 

I help my assistant down from the platform and we mix with the rest of 
the partiers. Drinks are served and the noise level in the room increases by 
several decibels. The populace of the soirée begins to coagulate into groups 
here and there. I separate myself from a boisterous group surrounding my 
assistant and me, but nobody seems to notice. They are entranced by my 
sequined somnambule. She dazzles them—a sun at the center of a drab galaxy, 
her costume catching the light of that monstrous chandelier winking with a 
thousand eyes. Everyone seems to be trying to gain her regard. But she just 
smiles, so vacant and full of grace, not even sipping the drink someone has 
placed in her hand. They are transfixed like lady spiders during the mating 
ritual. After all, didn’t I tell them that my lanky hypnotizee was the 
perfection of beauty? 

But I too have my admirers. One dark-suited bore asks me if I can help 
him stop smoking. Another inquires about possible ways that hypnosis could 
serve as a tool for his advertising business, though nothing illegal of course. I 
hand them each a business card with a cloud-gray pearl finish on which is 


printed a non-existent phone number and a phony address in a real city. As 


for the name: Cosimo Fanzago. What else would one expect from a 
performing mesmerist extraordinaire? I have other cards with names like 
Gaudenzio Ferrari and Johnny Tiepolo printed on them. Nobody’s caught on 
yet. But am I not as much an artist as they were? 

And while I am being accosted by people who need cures or aids for 
their worldliness, I am watching you, dear somnambule. Watching you waltz 
about this magnificent room. It is not like the other rooms in this great house. 
Someone really let Fancy have its wild way in here. It harkens back to a time, 
centuries ago, when your somnambulating predecessors did their sleepwalking 
act for high society. You fit in so well with the company of this manor hall of 
riotous rococo. It’s a delight to see you make your way about the irregular 
circumference of this room, where the wall undulates in gentle waves and 
troughs, its surface sinewed with a maze of chinoiserie. This capacious 
chamber’s serpentine configuration makes it difficult to distinguish its recesses 
from its protrusions. Some of the guests shift their weight wallwards and find 
themselves leaning on air, stumbling sideways like comedians in an old movie. 
But you, my perfect sleepwalker, have no trouble. You lean at the right times 
and in the right places. And your eyes play beautifully to whatever camera 
focuses on you. Indeed, you take so many of your cues from others that one 
might suspect you of having no life of your own. Let’s sincerely hope not! 

Now I watch as a stuffed shirt in a dinner jacket invites you to be seated 
in a chair of blinding brocade, its flowery fabric done up in all the soft colors 
of a woman’s cosmetics case and its dainty arms the texture of cartilage. Your 
high heels make subtle points in the carpet, puncturing its arabesque flights of 
imagination. Now I watch as our host draws you over to choose a libation 
from his well-stocked bar. He gestures with pride toward the many bottles on 
display, their shapes both normale and baroque. The baroquely shaped bottles 
are doing more interesting things with light and shadow than their normal 
brothers, and you point to one of these with a robotic finesse. He pours two 
drinks while you watch, and while you watch I am watching you watch. 
Guiding you to another part of the room, he shows you a shelf of delicate 


figurines, each one caught in a paralyzed stance. He places one of them in your 


hand, and you angle it every which way before your unfocused eyes, as if 
trying to restore some memory that would cause you to awaken. But you 
never will, not without my help. 

Now he directs you to a part of the room where there is soft music and 
dancing. But there are no windows in this room, only tall smoky mirrors, and 
as you pass from one end to the other you are caught between foggy looking- 
glasses facing their twins, creating endless files of somnambules in a false 
infinity beyond the walls. Then you dance with our host, though while he is 
gazing straightforwardly at you, you are gazing abstractly at the ceiling. Oh, 
that ceiling! In epic contrast to the capricious volutions of the rest of the room 
—designs tendriled to tenebrosity—the surface above is a plane of powder 
blue without a hint of flourish. In its purity it suggests a bottomless pool or a 
sky wiped clean of clouds. You are dancing in eternity, my darling. And the 
dance is indeed a long one, for another wants to cut in on our gracious host 
and become your partner. Then another. And another. They all want to 
embrace you. They are all taken in by your dispassionate elegance, your 
postures and poses like frozen roses. I am only waiting until everyone has had 
physical contact with your physique so full of animal magnetism. 

And while I watch and wait, I notice that we have an unexpected 
spectator looking down on us from above. Beyond the wide archway at the 
end of the room is a staircase leading to the second floor. And up there he is 
sitting, trying to glimpse all the grownups, his pajama-clad legs dangling 
between the Doric posts of the balustrade. I can tell he prefers the classic 
decor elsewhere predominating in this house. With moderate stealth I leave 
the main floor audience behind and pay a visit to the balcony, which I quite 
ignored during my performance earlier. 

After creeping up the triple-tiered stairway and sneaking down the 
white-carpeted hallway, I sit beside the child. “Did you see my little show 
with the lady?” I ask him. He shakes his head in the negative, his mouth as 
tight as an unopened tulip. “Can you see the lady now? You know the one I 
mean.” I take a shiny chrome-plated pen from the inside pocket of my coat and 


point down toward the room where the party is going on. At this distance 


the features of my sequined siren cannot be seen in any great detail. “Well, 
can you see her?” His head bobs in the affirmative. Then I whisper: “And 
what do you think?” His two lips open and casually reply: “She...she’s 
yucky.” I breathe easier now. From this height she does indeed appear merely 
“yucky,” but you can never know what the sharp sight of children may 
perceive. And it is certainly not my intention tonight to make any child’s eyes 
roll the wrong way. 

“Listen closely to everything I say,” I tell him in a very soft but not 
condescending tone, making sure the child’s attention is held by my voice and 
by the gleaming pen on which his eyes are now focused. He is a good subject 
for a child, who ordinarily have wandering eyes and minds. He agrees with 
me that he is feeling rather tired now. “Now go back to your bed. You will 
fall asleep in seconds and have the most wonderful dreams. And you will not 
awaken until morning, no matter what sounds you hear outside your door. 
Understand?” He nods. “Very good. And for being such an agreeable young 
man, I’m going to make you a present of this beautiful pen of sterling silver 
which you will keep with you always as a reminder that nothing is what it 
seems to be. Do you know what I’m talking about?” His head moves up and 
down, and the expression on his face has the chilling appearance of deep 
wisdom. “All right, then. But before you return to your room, I want you to 
tell me if there’s a back stairway by which I may leave.” His finger points 
down the hall and to the left. “Thank you, my boy. Thank you very much. 
Now off to bed and to your sweet dreams.” He disappears into the Piranesian 
darkness at the end of the hallway. 

For a moment I stand staring down into that merry room below, where 
the crass laughter and doltish dancing of my audience has reached a climax. 
My fickle somnambule herself seems to be caught up in the party’s web, and 
has forgotten all about her master. She’s left me on the sidelines, a mazy 
wallflower. But I’m not jealous. I can understand why they’ve taken you away 
from me. They simply can’t help themselves, now can they? I told them how 
beautiful, how perfect you were, and they can’t resist you, my love. 


Unfortunately they failed to appreciate the best part of you, preferring 


to lose themselves in the beguilements of your grosser illusions. Didn’t I show 
our well-behaved audience an angelified version of you? And you saw their 
reaction. They were bored and just sat in their seats like a bunch of stiffs. Of 
course, what can you expect? They wanted the death stuff, the pain stuff. All 
that flashy junk. They wanted cartwheels of agony; somersaults through fires 
of doom; nosedives of vulnerable flesh into the meat grinder of life. They 
wanted to be thrilled. 

And now that their merry pageant seems to have reached its peak, I 
think the time is right to awaken this mob from its hypnotic slumber and 
thrill the daylights out of them. 

It is time for the chime. 

There is indeed a back stairway just where the boy indicated, one which 
guides me to a back hallway, back rooms, and finally a back door. These 
backways lead me to a vast yard where a garden is silhouetted beneath the 
moon and a small wood sways in the distance. A thick lawn pads my 
footsteps as I work my way around to the fine facade of this house. 

I am standing on the front porch now, between its tall columns and 
beneath a lamp hanging at the end of a long brazen chain. I pause for a 
moment, savoring each voluptuous second. The serene constellations above 
wink knowingly. But not even these eyes are deep enough to outgaze me, to 
deceive the deceiver, illude the illusionist. To tell the truth, I am a very bad 
mesmeric subject, unable to be drawn in by Hypnos’ Heaven. For I know how 
easily one can be led past those shimmering gates, only to have a trap door 
spring open once you are inside. Then down you go! I would rather be the 
attendant loitering outside Mesmer’s Maze than its deluded victim bumbling 
about within. 

It is said that death is a great awakening, an emergence from the 
mystifications of life. Ha, I have to laugh. Death is the consummation of 
mortality and—to let out a big secret—only heightens mortal imperfections. 
Of course, it takes a great master to pry open a pair of post-mortem eyes once 
they are sewn tightly closed by Dr. Reaper. And even afterward there is so 


little these creatures are good for. As conversationalists they are incredibly 


feeble. The things they tell you are no more than sweet nullities. 
Nevertheless, they do have their uses, provided I can manage to get their 
awkward forms out of the mausoleum, hospital, morgue, medical school, or 
funeral emporium I have deviously insinuated my way into. When the mood 
strikes me, I recruit them for my show. Absent of any will of their own, they 
are exceptional at doing what they’re told. However, there is one great 
problem: you just can’t make them beautiful. One is not a sorcerer! 

But perhaps one is a superlative mentalist, a preternaturally adept 
hypnotist. Then one may prompt an audience to perceive his departed subject 
as beautiful, to mistake her for a spellbinding, snake-eyed charmer. One can do 
this at least. 

Even now I hear those high-society vulgarians still laughing, still dancing, 
still making a fuss over my charismatic doll of the dead. We showed them 
what you might be, Seraphita. Now let’s show them what you really are. I 
have only to press this little button of a doorbell to sound the chime which 
will awaken them, to send the toll rolling throughout the house. Then they'll 
see the sepulchral wounds: your eyes recessed in their sockets, sunken into a 
rotting profundity—those labyrinthine depths! They'll wake up and find 
their nice dancing clothes all clotted with putrescent goo. And wait’ll they get 
a sniff of that stiff. They will be amazed. 


Eye of the Lynx 


I had been on her psychic frequency for some time, but other matters delayed 
our meeting in the flesh. During the frigid months of the past year I was a 
busy boy, and a naughty one. The relevant agencies had finally fixed on the 
type of companion I preferred, and warnings went out by word of mouth, or 
rather lips painted so shiny in certain shades, mostly blood red but also pall- 
bearer black. The underground world in which I moved was on the alert: 
don’t talk to strangers and so on. That was not a problem, though. Such 
wariness just incited my impulses all the more and increased the number of 
“Missing Girls in Gothic Garb,” as one journalistic source fatuously described 
my activities. Thus my meeting with her had been belated due to unscheduled 
distractions, or so I thought at the time. But now I was standing on the 
sidewalk right outside her place of business. The doorway to the crummy 
cinder-block building was done up, rather ineptly, like a castle with toothy 
merlons. I looked over at the traffic light bobbing in the winter wind that 
howled through every corner of that desolate part of town. It was amber 
going on red. I looked back at the door. It actually creaked when I opened it. 
Inside I was greeted by a reception committee of girls lounging in what 
looked like old church pews along the walls. The narrow vestibule in which I 
found myself scintillated with a reddish haze that seemed not so much light as 
electric vapor. In the far upper corner of this entranceway a closed circuit 
camera was bearing down on us all, and I wondered how the camera’s eye 


would translate that redly dyed room into the bluish hues of a security 


monitor. Not that it was any of my business. We might all be electronically 
meshed into a crazy purpurean tapestry, and that would have been just fine. 

A fair-haired girl in denim slacks and leather jacket stood up and 
approached me. In the present light her blond locks looked more like tomato 
soup or greasy ketchup than fresh strawberry. She delivered a mechanical 
statement that began “Welcome to the House of Chains,” and went on and 
on, spelling out various services and specific terms and finally concluding with 
a legal disclaimer to make sure I wasn’t a member of the law enforcement 
community. “Definitely not,” I said. “I was just reading a local tabloid and saw 
your ad, the one set in spiky Gothic type like a page out of an old German 
bible. ’'ve come to the right place, haven’t I?” 

“You sure have,” I thought to myself. “You sure have,” echoed the 
blonde in the bloody moonlight that suffused that perverse establishment. 
“What will it be tonight?” I inwardly asked myself. “What will it be 
tonight?” she asked aloud. “Do you see anything you like?” we both asked me 
at the same time. From my expression and casual glances somewhere beyond 
the claustrophobic space of that tiny foyer, she could tell right away that I 
didn’t see anything I liked. We were on the same infrared wavelength. 

Both of us stood there for a moment while she took a long sip from a can 
of iced tea. It was then that I realized the true reason I had taken my time 
getting to her. I was saving this girl for last because she was such a rare 
exemplar of her kind. She was no dabbler in darkness and degeneracy, but a 
real pro. Plus the intensity and focus of her romantic nature gave off a signal 
that I knew I wouldn’t lose. On the outside she played tough, yet I could see 
through that to an under-self who dreamed of persecutions and imperilments 
as glamorous as those of any Gothic heroine. I could have unzipped myself and 
taken her right on the spot. But I’m glad I waited. 

She pushed a button next to an intercom on the wall behind her and 
turned her head to transmit some words. Their tone sounded like that of a 
boss giving orders to one of her underlings. 

“Come and take over for me at the door,” she said with authority. What 


irony that she was the supervisor of the place, the head-mistress of a school 


for bad boys. 

She turned back my way and gave me the up and down with her violet 
eyes. And what did those eyes tell me? They told me of her life as she lived it 
in fantasy: a Gothic tale of a baroness deprived of her title and inheritance by 
a big man with bushy eyebrows which he sometimes sprinkled with glitter. 
By her impoverishment, the glitter-browed man, who came out of the forest 
one spring while she was in retreat at a Carmelite nunnery, intended to force 
her into his arms. But the high-born lady would not succumb, or not until she 
was ready. And now she spends much of her time haunting second-hand 
shops, trying to reclaim her aristocratic accoutrements and various articles of 
her wardrobe which were dispersed by her villainous suitor. So far she’s done 
pretty well for herself, managing to assemble many of the items she had lost as 
a result of the machinations of an evilhearted malefactor who would 
dominate her body and soul. Her collection includes several dresses in her 
favorite shade of monastic black. Each of them tapers in severely under the 
bustline, while belling out below the waist. A bib-like bodice buttons in her 
ribs, ascending to her neck where a strip of dark velvet is seized by a pearl 
brooch. At her wrist: a frail chain from which dangles a heart-shaped locket, a 
whirlpooling lock of golden hair inside. She wears gloves, of course, long and 
powdery pale. And tortuous hats from a mad milliner, with dependent veils 
like the fine cloth screen in a confessional. But she prefers her enveloping 
hoods, the ones that gather with innumerable folds at the shoulders of heavy 
capes lined in satin that shines like a black sun. Capes with deep pockets and 
generous inner pouches for secreting precious souvenirs, capes with silk strings 
that tie about her neck, capes with weighted hems which nonetheless flutter 
weightlessly in midnight gusts. She loves them dearly. 

Just so is she attired when the glitter-browed villain peers in her 
apartment window, accursing the casement and her dreams. What can she do 
but shrink with terror? Soon she is only doll-size in dark doll’s costume. 
Quivering bones and feverish blood are the stuffings of this doll, its entrails 
tickled by fear’s funereal plume. It flies to a corner of the room and cringes 


within enormous shadows, sometimes dreaming there throughout the night— 


of carriage wheels rioting in a lavender mist or a pearly fog, of nacreous fires 
twitching beyond the margins of country roads, of cliffs and stars. Then she 
awakes and pops a mint into her mouth from an unraveled roll on the 
nightstand, afterwards smoking half a cigarette before crawling out of bed and 
grimacing in the light of late afternoon. 

“C’mon,” she said with both hands in her leather pockets. And her loud 
heels led me out of that room where every face wore a fake blush. 

“So you're going to give me the ninety-eight cent tour?” I asked my 
hostess. “I’m from out of town. We don’t have anything like this place where 
I come from. I’m going to get what I pay for, right?” 

She smirked at me. “Satisfaction guaranteed,” she said with an arrogance 
meant to keep under wraps her poignantly submissive nature. She moved in a 
couple of indecisive directions before guiding me toward some metal steps 
which clanged as we descended into a blur of crimson shadows, the vicious 
vapor trailing us, tagging along like an insanely devoted familiar. 

Surprisingly enough, there was a window in the vaguely institutional 
basement of the House of Chains. However, it was only a simulation made of 
empty panes beyond which was a painted landscape illuminated by a low-watt 
light bulb. Pictured were vast regions of sublime desolation towered over by 
mountains hulking in hazy twilight. In the distance loomed a castle that 
looked thoroughly foreboding. I felt a bit like a child standing before a display 
window at a department store model of Santa’s workshop. But I can’t say it 
didn’t create a mood. 

“Nice painting,” I said to my companion. “Very creepy. My compliments 
to the artist.” 

“The artist is flattered,” she said coldly. “But there’s not much else to see 
down here, if that’s the kind of thing you’re looking for. Just a couple of 
rooms reserved for special clients. If you want to see something creepy, go to 
the end of that hall and open the door on the right.” 

I followed her instructions. On the door handle hung a rather large 
animal collar at the end of a chain leash. The chain jingled a little when I 


pushed open the door. The red light in the hallway barely allowed me to see 


inside, but there was little to see anyway except a small, empty room. Its floor 
was bare cement and there was straw laid down upon it. The smell was 
terrific. 

“Well?” she asked when I returned down the hallway. 

“It’s something at least,” I answered, winking the subtlest possible wink. 
We just stood for a moment gazing at each other in a light the color of fresh 
meat. Then she led me back upstairs. 

“Where did you say you’re from?” she asked as that noisy stairway 
amplified our footsteps into reverberant echoes that made it sound like we 
were traipsing through a castle hall. 

“It’s a real small place,” I replied. “About a hundred miles outstate. It’s 
not even on the maps.” 

“And you’ve never been to a place like this before?” 

“Ub-uh, never,” I lied. 

“Because some customers run amok when they experience for real what 
they’ve only seen in magazines and movies, you know what I mean?” 

“I won't do anything like that. I promise.” 

“Okay, then. Let’s go.” 

We went. 

And there was much to see on the way—a Punch and Judy panorama 
with characters of all kinds as well as the occasional whacking stick. Each 
scene flipped by like a page in a depraved storybook. 

Locked doors were no obstacle for my eyes. 

Behind one, where every wall of the room was painted with heavy black 
bars from floor to ceiling, the Queen of Pain—riding crop raised high—sat 
atop her human horse. The animal looked hobbled and harnessed. So it 
couldn’t run but only lumber lamely around, with the Queen growing out of 
its back like a Siamese twin, her royal blood and his beast’s now flowing 
together, tributaries from distant worlds mingling in a hybrid harmony. The 
creature was panting heavily as the Queen beat time upon its flanks with her 
stinging crop. Harder and harder she rode her steed before it finally pulled up, 


foaming and sweaty. Time to cool down, horsy. 


Behind another door, one with a swastika painted sloppily across its 
front, was a scene similar to the previous. Inside, some colored lights were 
angled down upon the floor, where a very small man, his hunchback possibly 
artificial, knelt with head bowed low. His hands were lost in a pair of 
enormous gloves with shapeless fingers which lolled around like ten drunken 
jacks-in-the-box. One of the fingers was trapped beneath the pointy toe of a 
high boot. See the funny clown! Or rather jester in a jingly cap. His ringed 
eyes patiently gazed upwards into the darkness, attentive to the hollow voice 
hurling abuse from on high. The voice was playing up the disparity between 
its proudly booted self and the humiliated freak upon the floor, contrasting its 
warrior’s leaping delights with the fool’s dragging sack of amusements. But 
couldn’t the stooping hunchback’s fun be beautiful too? his eyes whispered 
with their elliptical mouths. But couldn’t—Silence! Now the little fool was 
going to get it. 

Behind still another door, which had no distinguishing marks, a single 
candle glowed through red glass, just barely keeping the room out of total 
blackness. It was hard to tell how many were in there—more than a couple, 
less than a horde. They were all wearing the same gear, little zippers and big 
zippers like silver stitches scarring their outfits. One very little one had an 
eyelash caught in it, I could tell that much. For the rest of it, they might as 
well have been human shadows that merged softly with one another, 
proclaiming threats of ultimate mayhem and wielding oversized straight 
razors. But though these glimmering blades were always potently poised, they 
never came down. It was only make-believe, just like everything else I had 
seen. 

The next door, and for me the last, was at the end of an exhausting 
climb in what must have been a tower. 

“Here’s where you get your money’s worth, mister,” said my date for the 
night. “I can always tell what my clients want, even if they don’t know it 
themselves.” 

“Show me your worst,” I said, eyeing the undersized door before us. 


The situation here was as transparent as the others. Only this time it 


wasn’t horses, pathetic clowns, or paranoid shadows. It was, in fact, a wicked 
witch and her puppet slave. The clumsy little creature had apparently 
behaved badly and been caught in the act. Now the witch was in the process 
of putting him back in line, croaking about what puppets should and should 
not be doing with their free time. She swept across the room draped in some 
kind of moth-eaten cloak she had taken from a hook on the wall, her face 
sunken into its abundant hood. Behind her a stained-glass window shone with 
all the excommunicated tints of corruption. By the light of this infernal 
rainbow of wrinkled cellophane, she collared the puppet and chained him to a 
formidablelooking stone wall, which buckled aluminumlike when he 
collapsed against it. She angled down her hooded face and whispered into his 
wooden ear. 

“Do you know what I do with bad little puppets like you?” she inquired. 
“Do you?” 

The puppet trembled a bit for show, staying in character for the time 
being. He might even have worked up some perspiration had he been made of 
flesh and not wood. 

“TIl tell you what I do with puppets who’ve been naughty,” the witch 


continued half-sweetly. “I make them touch the fire. I burn them from the legs 


” 


up. 

Then, unexpectedly, the puppet smiled. 

“And what will you do,” the puppet asked, “with all those old dresses, 
gloves, veils, and capes when I’m gone? What will you do in your low-rent 
castle with no one to stare, his brow of glittering silver, into the windows of 
your dreams?” 

Perhaps the puppet was perspiring after all, for his brow was now 
glistening with tiny flecks of starlight. 

The witch stepped back and whipped off her hood, exposing the blond 
hair beneath it. She wanted to know how I knew about all that stuff, which 
she had never divulged to anyone. She accused me of peeping-tomism, of 
breaking and entering, and of illicit curiosity in general. 


“Let me out of these chains and Ill tell you everything,” I said. 


“Forget it,” she answered. “I’m going to get someone to throw you out 
of here.” 

“Then I'll just have to release myself.” At these words, the manacles 
around my ankles, my wrists, and my throat opened by themselves...and the 
chains fell away. “You can’t pretend,” I continued, “that there isn’t something 
familiar about me. After all we’ve meant to each other, after all we’ve done 
together, over and over and over. You see, I also know the desires of my 
clients, or so I might call them. Newscasters call them victims. They show 
their faces on television. I make them famous, though my part in their renown 
is a mystery to all. And mystery is what does it for you, is that not so? The 
thrill of not knowing what will happen next. But here it’s all by the numbers. 
You’ve been cooped up in this silly place far too long. For someone like you, 
that can be deadly. You’ve always known you were special, don’t deny it. 
You’ve always believed that someday—and it was always just around the 
corner, wasn’t it?—great things were going to happen, rapturous adventures 
that weren’t quite clear, yet when they happened would be real. As real as 
the velvet embrace of your favorite cape, the one with the silver chain that 
draws together its curtainlike wings across your bosom. As real as the tall 
candles you light on stormy nights. You love those storms, don’t you, with 
their chains of raindrops whipping against your windows. All that 
pandemonium drives you wild. And the enthralling cruelties you imagine 
visited upon you in the candlelight by the man with the spangled eyebrows. 
How they make you swoon so helplessly. 

“But now you're in danger of losing everything you really love, which is 
why I showed up tonight. You’ve got to get out of this tacky sideshow. This 
is for hicks, this is small time. You can do much better. I can take you places 
where the raging storms and brutal subjugations never end. Please, don’t back 
away from me. There’s nowhere to go and your eyes tell me you want the 
same things I do. If you’re worried about the hardships of traveling to strange 
faraway places—don’t! You’re almost there now. Just fall into my arms, into 
my heart, into... There, that was easy, wasn’t it?” 


Now she was inside of me with all the others—the prize possession in 


my gallery of frail little dolls with souls given over to wild-wind nights and 
sadistic villains. How I loved to play with them. 

After the assimilation, I retraced my steps up and down stairways and 
through corridors of scarlet darkness. “Goodnight, everybody!” I said to the 
girls in the reception room. Back out on the street, I paused to make sure she 
was securely incarcerated within me. In the early stages there’s always the 
possibility that a new internee will try to unzip me from inside, so to speak, 
and break out the front gate. She did in fact make an attempt to free herself. 
It wasn’t serious, though. A drunk I passed on the sidewalk saw an arm shoot 
out at him from underneath my shirt, projecting chest-high at a perfect right 
angle to the rest of me. He staggered over and with a jolly vigor shook the 
hand reaching blindly between the bars of its cage. Then he proceeded on his 
way. And I proceeded on mine once Id got her safely back inside her fabulous 
prison, a captive of my heart and its infinite chambers. What times we will 
have together, she and I and all the rest. I can do with them as I please and I 
am pleased to do much. But they won’t have to endure my treatment forever. 
I'll be back on the road by first frost next year, needing more bodies to warm 
me. By then, the old ones will have melted like icicles in the dank bowels of 
my castle home. In the meantime, I'll be keeping a keen eye out for those who 
walk this world in glad submission to gloom. 

As I strolled in good cheer from the House of Chains, the traffic light 
down that slummy street turned from amber to red—a portent of things to 


come for my new flame and I, now one in flesh as well as in dreams. 


Notes on the Writing of Horror: A Story 


For much too long I have been promising to formulate my views on the 
writing of supernatural horror tales. Yet I've continued to put off doing so. 
All I can say for myself is that until now I just haven’t had the time. Why 
not? I was too busy churning out the leetle darlings. But many people, for 
whatever reasons, would like to be writers of horror tales and crave advice on 
how to go about it. I know this. Fortunately, the present moment is a 
convenient one for me to share my knowledge and experience regarding this 
special literary vocation. Well, I guess I’m ready as I'll ever be. Let’s get it 
over with. 

The way I plan to proceed is quite simple. First, I’m going to sketch out 
the basic plot, characters, and various other features of a short horror story. 
Next, I will offer suggestions on how these raw elements may be treated in a 
few of the major styles which horror authors have exploited over the years. If 
all goes well, the novice teller of terror tales will be saved much time and 
agony puzzling out such things for himself. At certain spots along the way I 
will examine specifics of technique, come to highly biased conclusions 
regarding intents and purposes, submit general commentary on the philosophy 
of horror fiction, and so forth. 

At this point I would like to state that what follows is a rough draft of a 
story that in its finished form was meant to appear in the published works of 
Gerald K. Riggers (myself in literary guise if you didn’t know). However, it 


never came to fruition. Frankly, I just couldn’t bring myself to go the distance 


with this one. Such things happen. Perhaps farther down the line we'll 
analyze such cases of irreparable failure, perhaps not. Regardless, the bare 
elements of this narrative are still suitable for demonstrating how horror 


writers do what they do. Good. Here it is, then, as told in my own words. 


The Story 


A thirtyish male protagonist, let’s name him Nathan, has a date with a girl 
whom he deeply wishes to impress. Toward this end, a minor role is to be 
played by an impressive new pair of trousers he intends to find and purchase. 
A few obstacles materialize along the way, realistic inconveniences all, before 
he finally manages to secure this item of apparel, and at a fair price. They are 
first-rate in their tailoring, this is quite evident. So far, so good. Profoundly 
good, to be sure, since Nathan believes that one’s personal possessions should 
themselves possess particular qualities and pedigrees. For example, Nathan’s 
overcoat is a handsome and well-fabricated garment he special ordered from 
an esteemed retailer of fine clothes, his wristwatch is the superior timepiece 
his grandfather bequeathed to him, and his car is a distinguished but not 
obtrusive vehicle. For Nathan, peculiar essences inhere not only in certain 
possessions but also in certain places, certain happenings in time and space, 
and certain modes of being. In Nathan’s view, every facet of one’s life should 
shine with these essences because they are what make an individual really 
real. What are theses essences? Over a period of time, Nathan has narrowed 
them down to three: something magical, something timeless, and something 
profound. Though the world around him is for the most part lacking in these 
special ingredients, he perceives his own life to contain them in fluctuating but 
acceptable quantities. His new trousers certainly do; and Nathan hopes, for 
the first time in his life, that a future romance—to be conducted with one 
Lorna McFickel—will too. 
So far, so good. Until the night of Nathan’s first date, that is. 


Miss McFickel resides in a respectable suburb but, in relation to where 


Nathan lives, the locale of her home requires that he negotiate one of the 
most dangerous sectors of the city. No problem: Nathan’s keeps his car well 
maintained. If he just keeps the doors locked and windows rolled up, 
everything will be fine. Worst luck, broken bottles on a broken street, and a 
flat tire. Nathan curbs the car. He removes his grandfather’s watch and locks 
it in the glove compartment; he takes off his overcoat, folds it up neatly, and 
snuggles it into the shadows beneath the dashboard. As far as the trousers are 
concerned, he would simply have to exercise great care while attempting to 
change his tire in record time, and in a part of town known as Hope’s Back 
Door. 

Now, all the while Nathan is fixing the tire, his legs feel strange. He 
could attribute this to the physical labor he was performing in a pair of 
trousers not exactly designed for such abuse. He would just have been fooling 
himself, though. For Nathan remembers his legs feeling strange, though less 
noticeably, when he tried on the trousers at home. They didn’t feel that way 
at the clothing store. If they had, he would never have purchased them. He 
would also have returned them if his date with Lorna McFickel hadn’t been 
scheduled too soon for him to find another pair of trousers as fitting as these, 
which turned out to be not fitting in the least once they began going strange 
on him. But strange how? Strange as in being a little tingly, and even then 
some. A little quivery. Nonsense, he’s just nervous about his date with lovely 
Lorna. And the complications he’s presently experiencing are no help. 

Adding to the troubles Nathan has already had, two scraggly juveniles 
are now watching him change the tire. He tries to ignore them but succeeds a 
little too well in this. Unseen by him, one of the ostensible delinquents edges 
toward the car and opens the front door. Worst luck, Nathan forgot to lock it. 
The audacious hoodlum lays his hands on Nathan’s overcoat, and then both 
no-goodniks disappear into a tumbledown building. 

Very quickly now. Nathan chases the hooligans into what seems to be 
an untenanted apartment house, and he falls down some stairs leading to a 
sooty basement. But it’s not that the stairs were rotten, no. It is that Nathan’s 


legs have given out. They just won’t work anymore. The tingling and 


quivering have now penetrated him and crippled his body from the waist 
down. He tries to remove his pants but they won’t come off, as if they had 
become part of him. Something has gone horribly wrong because of those 
pants of his. The following is why. A few days before Nathan purchased the 
pants, they were returned to the store for a cash refund. The woman 
returning them said that her husband didn’t like the way they felt, which was 
true. Also true was that her husband had collapsed and died from a heart 
attack not long after trying on the pants. In an endeavor to salvage what she 
could from the tragedy, the woman put her husband into a pair of old 
dungarees before making another move. Poor Nathan, of course, was not 
informed of his pants’ sordid past. And when the hooligans who stole his 
overcoat see that he is lying helpless in the grime of that basement, they 
decide to take advantage of the situation and strip him of his valuables... 
starting with those expensive-looking slacks and whatever treasures they may 
contain. But after they relieve a protesting and paralyzed Nathan of his pants, 
they do not further pursue their pillaging. Not after they see Nathan’s legs, 
which are the putrid members of a man who is decomposing. With the lower 
half of Nathan rapidly rotting away, the upper must also die among the 
countless shadows of that condemned building. And mingled with the pain 
and madness of his untimely demise, Nathan abhors and grieves over the 
thought that, for a while anyway, Miss McFickel will think he has stood her 
up on the first date of what was supposed to be a long line of dates destined 
to evolve into a magical, timeless, and profound affair of two hearts. 
Incidentally, this story, had it reached its culmination, would most likely 


have borne the title “Romance of a Dead Man.” 


The Styles 


As I’ve already stated, there is more than one way to write a horror story. 
And such a statement, true or false, is easily demonstrated. In this section we 


will examine the three primary techniques that authors have employed to 


produce tales of terror. They are: the realistic technique, the traditional 
Gothic technique, and the experimental technique. Each serves its user in 
different ways and realizes different ends, there’s no question about that. 
After a little soul-searching, the prospective horror writer may awaken to the 
right technique for attaining his personal ends. Thus: 

The realistic technique. Since the cracking dawn of consciousness, 
restless tongues have asked: is the world, and are its people, real? Yes, answers 
realistic fiction, but only when it is, and they are, normal. The supernatural, 
and all it represents, is profoundly abnormal, and therefore unreal. Few would 
argue with these conclusions. Fine. Now the highest aim of the realistic 
horror writer is to prove, in realistic terms, that the unreal is real. The 
question is: “Can this be done?” The answer is: “Of course not.” One would 
look silly attempting such a thing. Consequently, the realistic horror writer, 
wielding the hollow proofs and premises of his art, must settle for merely 
seeming to smooth out the ultimate paradox. In order to achieve this effect, 
the supernatural realist must really know the normal world, and deeply take 
for granted its reality. (It helps if he himself is normal and real.) Only then 
can the unreal, the abnormal, the supernatural be smuggled in as a plain 
brown package marked Hope, Love, or Fortune Cookies, and postmarked: the 
Edge of the Unknown. And of the dear reader’s seat. In the end, of course, 
the supernatural explanation of a given story depends entirely on some 
irrational principle which in the real, normal world looks as awkward and 
stupid as a rosy-cheeked farm lad in a den of reeking degenerates. (Amend 
this, possibly, to rosy-cheeked degenerate...reeking farm lads.) Nevertheless, 
the hoax can be pulled off with varying degrees of success. That much is 
obvious. Just remember to assure the reader, at certain points in the tale and 
by way of certain signals, that it’s now all right to believe the unbelievable. 
Here’s how Nathan’s story might be told using the realistic technique. Fast 
forward. 

Nathan is a normal and real character, or at least one very close to being 
so. Perhaps he’s not as normal and real as he would like to be, but he does 


have his sights set on just this goal. He might even be a little too intent on it, 


though without passing beyond the limits of the normal and the real. We 
have established that Nathan has a fetish for things “magical” (which word 
should really have its own pair of quotes, given that the positive connotation 
our protagonist intends it to carry will be negated by the end of the narrative, 
when a world of bad magic comes down on Nathan’s head), “timeless” (again 
the quotes, because if time runs out for anyone, it’s Nathan), and “profound” 
(hmm, this one has a knottiness about it that the others don’t. “Magical” and 
“timeless” have a cheaply ironic connection to the incidents of the story. 
However, “profound” doesn’t work in this way. This “essence” does have an 
aura about it, though, at least for this writer. For now, then, we'll let it 
stand.). 

Nathan’s search for the aforesaid qualities in his life may be somewhat 
uncommon, but certainly not abnormal, not unreal. (And to make him a bit 
more real, one could supply his overcoat, his grandfather’s wristwatch, and 
his car with specific brand names, perhaps autobiographically borrowed from 
one’s own closet, wrist, and garage.) The triadic formula which haunts 
Nathan—similar to the Latinate slogans on family coats-of-arms—also haunts 
the text of the tale like a song’s refrain, possibly in italics as the submerged 
chanting of our anti-hero’s under-mind, possibly not. (Try not to be too 
artificial; one recalls this is realism.) Nathan wants his romance with Lorna 
McFickel, along with everything else he considers of value in existence, to be 
magical, timeless, and, in some vague sense, profound. To Nathan these are 
attributes that are really normal and really real in a helter-skelter universe 
where things are ever threatening to go abnormal and unreal on one, anyone, 
not just him. 

Okay. Now Lorna McFickel represents all the virtues of normalcy and 
reality. She could be played up in the realistic version of the story as much 
more normal and real than Nathan. Maybe Nathan is after all quite the 
neurotic; maybe he needs normal and real things too much, I don’t know. (If I 
did, maybe I could have written the story.) Whatever, Nathan wants to win 
a normal, real love, but he doesn’t. He loses, even before he has a chance to 


play. He loses badly. Why? For the answer we can appeal to a very prominent 


theme in horror stories: be careful what you wish for, because you will 
certainly get the contrary. What happened was that Nathan got greedy. He 
wanted something that human existence does not offer—perfection. And to 
highlight this reality, certain outside supernatural forces were brought in to 
teach Nathan, and the reader, a lesson. (Realistic horror stories can be very 
didactic.) But how can such things be? This is really what a supernatural 
horror story, even a realistic one, is all about. In just what way, amid all the 
realism of Nathan’s life, does the supernatural sneak past Inspectors Normal 
and Real standing guard at the gate? Well, sometimes it steps softly by inches 
until it has crashed the party. 

Now in Nathan’s story the source of the supernatural is somewhere 
inside those mysterious trousers. They are woven of a material which he has 
never seen the like of; they have no label to indicate their maker; there are no 
others like them in the store of a different size or color. When Nathan asks the 
salesman about them, we introduce Exhibit One: the trousers were received 
as if providentially by the clothier Nathan patronizes. They were not 
designated to be among the batch of apparel with which they came, the 
salesman checks. And no one else in the store at the time can tell Nathan 
anything about them, which is also checked and double-checked. All of these 
facts make the pants a total mystery in a totally realistic way. The reader now 
takes the hint that there is something surpassing strange about the pants and 
will allow that strangeness to extend into the supernatural. 

At this point the alert student may ask: but even if the trousers are 
acknowledged as magical, why do they have the particular effect they 
eventually have, causing Nathan to rot away below the waist? To answer this 
question we need to introduce Exhibit Two: Nathan is not the original owner 
of the pants. Not long before they became one of his magical, timeless, and 
profound possessions, they were worn by a man whose wife adhered to the 
rule “waste not, want not” and removed the brand new pants he was wearing 
when he keeled over and died. But these “facts” explain nothing, right? Of 
course they don’t. However, they may seem to explain everything if they are 


revealed in the right manner. All one has to do is link up the Exhibits One 


and Two (there may even be more) within the scheme of a realistic narrative. 

For example, Nathan might find something in the trousers that leads him 
to deduce that he is not their original owner. Perhaps he finds a winning 
lottery ticket of a significant, though not too tempting, amount. Being a 
normally honest type of person, Nathan calls the clothes store, explains the 
situation, and they dig up the name and phone number of the gentleman who 
originally purchased those pants, and, afterward, returned them, or had them 
returned—the signature on the return form is hard to read (how realistic). 
Quite possibly the lottery ticket belonged to him. Nathan makes another 
phone call—not minding that the pants had a previous owner because they 
are so perfect for his plans—and finds out that the pants were returned not 
by a man, but by a woman. The very same woman who explains to Nathan 
that she and her husband, never mind the massive coronary, could really use 
the modest winnings from that lottery ticket. 

By now the reader’s mind is no longer on the lottery ticket, but on the 
revealed fact that Nathan is the owner and future wearer of a pair of pants 
that seems to have already killed once, and who knows how many other times 
—thus associating them with impermanence and decay, evils woven into the 
frustrating fabric of life, evils sent out under various covers (pants, pens, 
Christmas toys) to cut their recipients down to size because they tried to go 
against the ways of the world. And so when almost-real, almost-normal 
Nathan loses all hope of achieving full normalcy and reality, the reader knows 
why: wrong time, wrong pants, and wrong expectations from a life that has 
no sense of what we think should be normal and real. 

The realistic technique. 


It’s easy. Now try it yourself. 


The traditional Gothic technique. Certain kinds of people, and a fortiori 
certain kinds of writers, have always experienced the world around them in 


the Gothic manner, I’m almost positive. Perhaps there was even some little 


stump of an apeman who witnessed prehistoric lightning as it parried with 
prehistoric blackness in a night without rain, and felt his soul rise and fall at 
the same time to behold this sublime and terrifying conflict. Perhaps such 
displays provided inspiration for those very first imaginings that were not 
born of our daily life of crude survival, who knows? Could this be why all our 
primal mythologies are Gothic—that is, fearsome, fantastical, and inhuman? I 
only pose the question, you see. Perhaps the forbidding events of triple 
volume shockers passed, in abstract, through the brains of hairy, waddling 
things as they moved around in moon-trimmed shadows during their angular 
migrations across lunar landscapes of craggy peaks or skeletal wastelands of 
jagged ice. Such ones did not doubt there was a double world of the fearsome, 
the fantastical, and the inhuman, for nothing needed to flaunt its reality 
before their eyes as long as it felt real to their blood. A gullible bunch of 
creatures, these. And to this day the fearsome, the fantastical, and the 
inhuman retain a firm grip upon our souls. So much goes without saying, 
really. 

Therefore, the advantages of the traditional Gothic technique, even for 
the contemporary writer, are two. One, isolated supernatural incidents don’t 
look as silly in a Gothic tale as they do in a realistic one, since the latter obeys 
the hard-knocking school of reality while the former recognizes only the 
University of Dreams. (Of course the entire Gothic tale itself may look silly to 
a given reader, but this is a matter of temperament, not technical execution.) 
Two, a Gothic tale gets under a reader’s skin and stays there far more 
insistently than other kinds of stories. Of course it has to be done right, 
whatever you take the words done right to mean. Do they mean that Nathan 
has to function within the monumental incarceration of a castle in the 
mysterious fifteenth century? No, but he may function within the 
monumental incarceration of a castlelike skyscraper in the just-as-‘mysterious 
modern world. Do they mean that Nathan must be a brooding Gothic hero 
and Miss McFickel an ethereal Gothic heroine? No, but it may mean an extra 
dose of obsessiveness in Nathan’s psychology, and Miss McFickel may seem 


to him less the ideal of normalcy and reality than the pure Ideal itself. 


Contrary to the realistic story’s allegiance to the normal and the real, the 
world of the Gothic tale is fundamentally unreal and abnormal, harboring 
essences which are magical, timeless, and profound in a way the realistic 
Nathan never dreamed. So, to do right by a Gothic tale, let’s be frank, 
requires that the author be a militant romantic who relates the action of his 
narratives in dreamy and more than usually emotive language. Hence, the 
well-known grandiose rhetoric of the Gothic tale, which may be understood 
by the sympathetic reader as not just an inflatable raft on which the 
imagination floats at its leisure upon waves of bombast, but also as the sails of 
the Gothic artist’s soul filling up with the winds of ecstatic hysteria. So it’s 
hard to tell someone how to write the Gothic tale, since one really has to be 
born to the task. Too bad. The most one can do is offer a pertinent example: a 
Gothic scene from “Romance of a Dead Man,” translated from the original 
Italian of Geraldo Riggerini. This chapter is entitled “The Last Death of 
Nathan.” 

Through a partially shattered window, its surface streaked with a blue 
film of dust that thrilled the soul with a sublime sense of desolation, the 
diluted glow of twilight seeped down onto the basement floor where Nathan 
lay without hope of a saving mobility. In the dark you’re not anywhere, he 
had thought as a child bundled beneath his bedcovers, his sight lost in night’s 
enveloping cloak; and, in the bluish semi-luminescence of that stone cellar, 
Nathan was truly not anywhere where eyes could see aught but a gloomy 
fate. With agonizing labor, he raised himself upon one elbow, squinting 
through tears of confusion into the grimy azure dimness. He now appeared as 
would a patient who has been left alone in a doctor’s surgery, anxiously 
looking around to see if he had been forgotten on that frigid table. If only his 
legs would move as they once did, if only that paralyzing pain would suddenly 
become cured. Where were those wretched doctors, he asked himself 
deliriously. Ah, there they were, standing behind the turquoise haze of the 
surgery lamps. “He’s out of it, man,” said one of them to his colleague. “We 
can take everything he’s got on him.” But after they removed Nathan’s 


trousers, the operation was unceremoniously terminated and the patient 


abandoned in the blue shadows of silence. “Jesus, look at his legs,” they 
screamed. Oh, if only he could now scream like that, Nathan thought among 
all the fatal chaos of his other thoughts. If only he could scream loud enough 
to be heard by that angelic girl, by way of apologizing for his permanent 
absence from their magical, timeless, and profound future, which was in fact 
as defunct as the two legs putrefying before his eyes. Couldn’t he now emit 
such a scream, now that the tingling anguish of his liquefying legs was 
beginning to course throughout his whole being? But no. It was impossible— 
to scream that loudly—though he did manage, at length, to scream himself 
straight to death. 

The traditional Gothic technique. 

It’s easy if you're right for the job. Try it yourself and see. 


The experimental technique. Every story needs to be told in just the right 
way. And sometimes that way is puzzling to the public. In the business of 
storytelling there’s really no such thing as experimentalism in its trial-and- 
error sense. A story is not an experiment, an experiment is an experiment. 
True. The “experimental” writer, then, is simply following the story’s 
commands to tell it in the right way, puzzling or not. The writer is not the 
story, the story is the story. See? 

The question we now must ask is: is Nathan’s the kind of horror story 
that demands treatment outside the conventional realistic or Gothic 
techniques? Well, it may be, if only for the purpose of these “notes.” Since 
I've pretty much given up on “Romance of a Dead Man,” I guess there’s no 
harm in giving another turn of the screw to its bare-bones narrative, even if 
it's in the wrong direction. Here’s the way mad Dr. Riggers would 
experiment, blasphemously, with his man-made Nathanstein. The secret of 
life, my ugly Igors, is time...time...time. 

The experimental version of this story could actually be told as two 


stories happening “simultaneously,” each narrated in alternating sections 


which take place in parallel chronologies. One section begins with the death 
of Nathan and moves backward in time, while its counterpart story begins 
with the death of the original owner of the magical pants and moves forward. 
Needless to say, the facts in the case of Nathan must be juggled around so as 
to be comprehensible from the beginning, that is to say from the end. (Don’t 
risk confusing your worthy readers.) The stories converge at the crossroads of 
the final section where the destinies of two characters also converge, this 
being the clothes store where Nathan purchases the fateful trousers. On his 
way into the store he bumps into someone who is preoccupied with counting 
a handful of cash, this being the woman who has returned the trousers which 
have been already placed back on the rack. 

“Excuse me,” says Nathan. 

“Look where you're going,” says the woman. 

Of course at this point in time we have already seen where Nathan is 
going and what “magical” and “profound” trouble he gets himself into as he 
circles in a “timeless” narrative loop. 

The experimental technique. 


It’s easy. Now try it yourself. 


Another Style 


All the styles we have just examined have been simplified for the purposes of 
instruction, haven’t they? Each is a purified example of its kind, let’s not kid 
ourselves. In the real world of horror fiction, however, the above three 
techniques often get entangled with one another in hopelessly strange ways, 
almost to the point of rendering my previous discussion of them useless for all 
practical purposes. But an ulterior purpose, which I’m saving for later, may 
thus be better served. Before we get there, though, I'd like, briefly, to propose 
still another style. 

The story of Nathan is one very close to my heart and I hope, in its basic 


trauma, to the hearts of many others. I wanted to write this horror tale in 


such a fashion that its readers would be distressed not by the isolated 
catastrophe of Nathan but by the very existence of a world where such 
catastrophe is possible. I wanted to forge a tale that would conjure a mournful 
universe independent of time, place, and persons. The characters of the story 
would be Death itself in the flesh, Desire in a new pair of pants, Desiderata 
within arm’s reach, and Doom in a size to fit all. 

I couldn’t do it, my friends. What I took on was the writing of a story 
that, for my intents and purposes, would be consummately profound. (There, 
now I’ve given away my reason for listing this property among Nathan’s 
three essences.) But I simply didn’t have it in me to put it all together. 


It’s not easy, and I don’t suggest that you try it yourself. 


The Final Style 


Now that we are nearing the conclusion of these notes, it is time to reveal my 
own prejudice concerning how a horror story should be written. It is my 
view, and this is only an opinion, mind you, that horror has a voice proper to 
itself. But what is it? Is it that of an old storyteller, keeping eyes wide around 
the tribal campfire; is it that of a documentarian of current or historical 
happenings, reporting events heard-about and conversations over-heard; is it 
even that of a yarn-spinning god who can see the unseeable and narrate, from 
an omniscient perspective, a scary set of incidents for his reader’s 
entertainment? All things considered, I contend that it is none of these voices, 
nor is it any of the others we have analyzed up to this point. Instead, so I say, 
it is a lonely voice calling out in the middle of the night. Sometimes it’s 
muffled, like the voice of a tiny insect crying for help from inside a sealed 
coffin, and other times the coffin shatters, like a brittle exoskeleton, and from 
within rises a piercing, crystal shriek that lacerates the midnight blackness. In 
other words, the proper voice of horror is really that of the personal 


confession. 


If you will humor me for a time, I'll try to explain the proposition that I 
have just advanced. Horror is not really horror unless it’s your horror—that 
which you have known personally. You may not be able to get it out in a 
consummately profound way, but this is where true horror writing must 
start. And what makes it true is that the confessing narrator always has 
something he must urgently get off his chest and labors beneath its 
nightmarish weight all the while he is telling the tale. Nothing could be more 
obvious, I argue, except perhaps that the tale teller, ideally, should himself be 
a writer of horror fiction, if not by trade then at least by temperament. That 
really is more obvious. Better. But how can the confessional technique be 
applied to the story we’ve been working with? Its hero isn’t a horror writer, 
at least not that I can see. Clearly some adjustments have to be made. 

As the reader may have noticed, Nathan’s character can be altered to 
suit a variety of literary styles. He can lean toward the normal in one and the 
abnormal in another. He can be transformed from a realistic person to an 
experimental abstraction. He can play any number of basic human and 
nonhuman roles, representing just about anything a writer could want. 
Mostly, though, I wanted Nathan, when I first conceived him and his ordeal, 
to represent none other than my real life self. For behind my pseudonymic 
mask of Gerald Karloff Riggers, Iam none other than Nathan Jeremy Stein. 

So it’s not too farfetched that in his story Nathan should be a horror 
writer who wishes to relate, via the route of supernatural fiction, the awful 
vicissitudes of his own experience. Perhaps he dreams of achieving Gothic 
glory by writing tales that are nothing less than magical, timeless, and the 
other thing. He is already an ardent consumer of the abnormal and the unreal: 
a haunter of spectral marketplaces, a visitant of discount houses of unreality, a 
bargain hunter in the deepest basement of the unknown. And somehow he 
comes to procure his dream of horror without even realizing what it is he’s 
bought or with what he has bought it. Like the other Nathan, this Nathan 
eventually finds that what he’s bought is not quite what he bargained for—a 
pig in a poke rather than a nice pair of pants. 

What? I'll explain. 


In the confessional version of Nathan’s horror story, the main character 
must be provided with something shocking to confess, something befitting his 
persona as a die-hard freak of all things fearsome, fantastical, and inhuman. 
The solution is quite obvious. Nathan will confess his realization that he is up 
to his eyeballs in the aberrations of HORROR. He’s had a predilection for 
this path since he can remember, and maybe even earlier than that. In other 
words, Nathan is not a normal boy, nor a real one. 

The turning point in Nathan’s biography as a man (or thing) of horror, 
as in previous accounts, is an aborted fling with Lorna McFickel. In the other 
versions of the story, the character known by this name is a personage of 
shifting significance, representing at turns the ultra-real or the super-ideal to 
her would-be romancer. The confessional version of “Romance of a Dead 
Man,” however, gives her a new identity, namely that of Lorna McFickel 
herself, who lives across the hall from me in a Gothic castle of high-rise 
apartments, twin-towered and honeycombed with newly carpeted 
passageways. But otherwise there’s not much difference between the female 
lead in the fictional story and her counterpart in the factual one. While the 
storybook Lorna will remember Nathan as the creep who spoiled her evening, 
who disappointed her—Real Lorna, Normal Lorna feels exactly the same 
way, or rather felt, since I doubt she even thinks about the one she called the 
most disgusting creature on the face of the earth. And though these 
hyperbolic words were spoken in the heat of a very hot moment, I believe her 
attitude was sincere. Notwithstanding, I will never reveal the motivation for 
this outburst of hers, not even under the pain of torture. Character 
motivation is not important to this horror story anyway, or not nearly as 
important as what happens to Nathan following Lorna’s revelatory rejection. 

For he now finds out that his unwholesome nature is not just a fluke of 
psychology, and that, as a fact, supernatural influences have been governing 
his life all along, that he is subject only to the rule of demonic forces, which 
now want this expatriate from the pit of shadows back in their embracing 
arms. In brief, Nathan should never have been born a human being, a truth he 


must accept. Hard. And he knows that someday the demons will come for 


him. 

The height of the crisis comes one evening when the horror writer’s 
spirits are at low ebb. He has attempted to express his supernatural tragedy in 
a short horror story, his last, but he just can’t reach a climax of suitable 
intensity and imagination, one that would do justice to the cosmic scale of his 
pain. He has failed to embody in words his semi-autobiographical sorrow, and 
all these games with protective names have only made it more painful. It hurts 
to hide his heart within pseudonyms of pseudonyms. Finally, the horror 
writer, while sitting at his writing desk, begins bawling all over the 
manuscript of his unfinished story. This goes on for quite some time, until 
Nathan’s sole want is to seek a human oblivion in a human bed. Whatever its 
drawbacks, grief is a great sleeping draught to drug oneself into a noiseless, 
lightless paradise far from an agonizing universe. This is so. 

A little later, someone is knocking, impatiently rapping really, on 
Nathan’s apartment door. Who is it? One must answer to find out. 

“Here, you forgot these,” a pretty girl said to me, flinging a woolly 
bundle into my arms. Just as she was about to walk away, she turned and 
scanned the features of my face a little more scrupulously. I have sometimes 
impersonated other people, the odd Norman and even a Nathan or two, and 
that night I put on the mask once more. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought you 
were Norman. This is his apartment, right across and one down the hall from 
mine.” She pointed to show me. “Who’re you?” 

“T’m a friend of Norman,” I answered. 

“Oh, I guess I’m sorry then. Well, those’re his pants I threw at you.” 

“Were you mending them or something?” I asked innocently, checking 
them as if looking for the scars of repair. 

“No, he just didn’t have time to put them back on the other night when 
I threw him out, you know what I mean? I’m moving out of this creepy dump 
just to get away from him, and you can tell him those words.” 

“Please come in from that drafty hallway and you can tell him yourself.” 

I smiled my smile and she, not unresponsively, smiled hers. I closed the 
door behind her. 


“So, do you have a name?” she asked. 

“Penzance,” I replied. “Call me Pete.” 

“Well, at least you’re not Harold Wackers, or whatever the name is on 
those lousy books of Norman’s.” 

“T believe it’s Wickers, H. J. Wickers.” 

“Anyway, you don’t seem anything like Norman, or even someone 
who'd be a friend of his.” 

“Tm sure that was intended as a compliment, from what I’ve gathered 
about you and Norman. Actually, though, I too write books not unlike those 
of H. J. Wickers. My apartment across town is being painted, and Norman 
was kind enough to take me in, even loan me his desk for a while.” I manually 
indicated the weeped-upon object of my last remark. “In fact, Norman and I 
sometimes collaborate under a common penname, and right now we’re 
working together on a project.” 

“That’s nice, I’m sure,” she said. “By the way. I’m Laura—” 

“O’Finney,” I finished. “Norman’s spoken quite highly of you.” 

“Where is the creep, anyway?” she inquired. 

“He’s sleeping,” I answered, lifting a finger toward the rear section of the 


apartment. “We've been hard at work on a new story, but I could wake him 


” 


up. 

The girl’s face assumed a disgusted expression. 

“Forget it,” she said, heading for the door. Then she turned and very 
slowly walked a little ways back toward me. “Maybe we'll see each other 
again.” 

“Anything is possible,” I assured her. 

“Just do me a favor and keep Norman away from me, if you don’t mind.” 

“I think I can do that very easily. But first you have to do something for 

“What?” 

I leaned toward her very confidentially. 

“Please die, Desiderata,” I whispered in her ear, while gripping her neck 


with both hands, cutting short a scream along with her life. Then I really 


went to work. 


“Wake up, Norman,” I shouted. I was standing at the foot of his bed, my 
hands positioned behind my back. “You were really dead to the world, you 
know that?” 

A little drama took place on Norman’s face in which astonishment 
overcame sleepiness and both were vanquished by anxiety. He had been 
through a lot the past couple nights, laboring over our “notes” and other 
things, and really needed some rest. 

“Who? What do you want?” he said, quickly sitting up in bed. 

“Never mind what I want. Right now we are concerned with what you 
want. Remember what you told that girl the other night? Remember what 
you wanted her to do that got her so upset?” 

“So that’s it. You’re a friend of Laura. Well, you can just get the hell out 
of here or I’m calling the cops.” 

“That’s what she said, too, remember? And then she said she wished she 
had never met you. And that was the line, wasn’t it, that gave you the 
inspiration for our fictionalized adventure. Poor Nathan never had the chance 
you had. Nice work, thinking up those enchanted trousers. When the real 
reason—” 

“Are you deaf? Get out of my apartment!” he yelled. But he calmed 
down somewhat when he saw that ferocity in itself had no effect on me. 

“What did you expect from that girl? You did tell her that you wanted 
to entwine bodies with...what was it? Oh yes, a headless woman. Like that 
decapitated specter you read about in an old Gothic novel long years past. I 
would imagine that the illustration in that book only inflamed your fixation. I 
guess Laura didn’t understand that in the spring a young man’s fancy lightly 
turns to thoughts of...headless apparitions. Headless. You told her you had 
the whole costume back at your place, if I correctly recall. Well, my lad, I’ve 


got the answer to your prayers. How’s this for headless?” I said, holding up 


the head from behind my back. 

He didn’t make a sound, though his eyes screamed madly at what he 
saw. I tossed the long-haired and bloody noggin in his lap. In a blink, he threw 
the bedcovers over it and frantically pushed the whole business onto the floor 
with his feet. 

“The rest of the body is in the bathtub if you want to have a go at it. I'll 
wait.” 

I can’t say for sure, but for a passing moment he seemed to be thinking 
about it. He stayed put in his bed, however, and didn’t make a move or say a 
word for a minute or so. When he finally did speak, each syllable came out 
calm and smooth. It was as if one part of his mind had broken off from the 
rest, and it was this part that now addressed me. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

“Do you really need a name, and would it do you any good? Should we 
call that disengaged head down there Laura or Lorna, or just plain 
Desiderata? And what in the name of perdition should I call you—Norman 
or Nathan, Harold or Gerald?” 

“I thought so,” he said disgustedly. Then he continued in that eerily 
rational voice, but very rapidly. He did not even seem to be talking to anyone 
in particular. “Since the thing to which I am speaking,” he said, “since this 
thing knows what only I could know, and since it tells me what only I could 
tell myself, I must therefore be completely alone in this room. Perhaps I’m 
dreaming. Yes, dreaming. Otherwise the diagnosis is insanity. Very true. 
Profoundly certain. Go away now, Mr. Madness. Go away, Dr. Dream. You 
made your point, now let me sleep. I’m through with you.” 

Then he lay his head down on the pillow and closed his eyes. 

“Norman,” I said. “Do you always go to bed with your trousers on?” 

He opened his eyes and now noticed what he had not before. He sat up 
again. 

“Very good, Mr. Madness. These look like the real thing. But that’s not 
possible since Laura still has them, sorry about that. Funny, they won’t come 


off. The imaginary zipper must be stuck. I guess I’m in trouble now. I’m a 


dead man if there ever was one, hoo. Always make sure you know what 
you're buying, that’s what I say. Heaven help me, please. You never know 
what you might be getting yourself into. Come off, damn you! Well, so when 
do I start to rot, Mr. Madness? Are you still there? What happened to the 
lights?” 

The lights had gone out in the room and everything glowed with a 
bluish luminescence. Lightning began flashing outside the bedroom window, 
and thunder resounded in the midst of a rainless night. Through an aperture 
in the clouds shone a moon that only beings of another world can see. Puppet- 
shadows played upon its silvery screen. 

“Rot your way back to us, you quirk of creation. Rot your way out of 
this world. Come home to a hell so excruciating it is bliss itself.” 

“Is this really happening to me? I mean, I’m doing my best, sir. But it 
isn’t easy. Some kind of electrical charge making me all shivery down there. It 
feels as if I’m dissolving. Oh, it hurts, my love. Ah, ah, ah. What a way to end 
to a miserable life, turning to mush. Can you help me, Dr. Dream?” 

I could feel myself changing form, shuffling off that human suit I was 
wearing. Bony wings began rising out of my back, and I saw them spread 
gloriously in the blue mirror before me. My eyes were now jewels, hard and 
radiant. My jaws were a cavern of dripping silver and through my veins ran 
rivers of putrescent gold. He was writhing on the bed like a wounded insect, 
making sounds like nothing human. I swept him up and wrapped my sticky 
arms again and again around his trembling body. He was laughing like a child, 
the child of another world. And a great wrong was about to be rectified. 

I signaled the windows to open onto the night, and, very slowly, they 
did. His childlike laughter had now turned to tears, but they would soon run 
dry, I knew this. At last we would be free to live magically, timelessly beyond 
the pull of the earth. The windows opened wide over the city below and, ina 
manner of speaking, the profound blackness above welcomed us. 

I had never tried this before. 


But when the time came, I found it all so easy. 


DREAMS 


for 


Insomniacs 


The Christmas Eves of Aunt Elise: 
A Tale Of Possession In Old Grosse Pointe 


We pronounced her name with a distinct “Z” sound—Remember, Jack, 
remember—the way some people slur Missus into Mizzuz. It was at her 
home in Grosse Pointe that she insisted our family, both its wealthy and its 
unwealthy sides, celebrate each Christmas Eve in a style that exuded the 
traditional, the oldfashioned, the antique. Actually, Aunt Elise constituted 
the wealthy side of the family all on her own. Her husband had died many 
years before, leaving his wife a prosperous real estate business and no 
children. Not surprisingly, Aunt Elise undertook the management of the firm 
with admirable success, perpetuating our heirless uncle’s family name on “for 
sale” signs planted on front lawns in three states. But what was Uncle’s first 
name, a young nephew or niece sometimes wondered. Or, as it was more than 
once put by one of us children: “Where’s Uncle Elise?” To which the rest of 
us answered in unison: “He’s at his ease,” a response we learned from none 
other than our widowed aunt herself. 

Aunt Elise was without husband or offspring of her own, true enough. 
But she loved all the ferment of big families, and every holiday season she 
possessed as much in blood relations as she did in her tangible and intangible 
assets and investments. Nevertheless, she was not the conspicuously 
consuming type of rich bitch. Her house was something of an Elizabethan 
country manor in style while remaining modest, even relatively miniature, in 


its mass. It fit very nicely—when it existed—into a claustrophobic cluster of 


trees on some corner acreage a few steps from Lake Shore Drive, profiling 
rather than facing the lake itself. A rather dull exterior of soot-gray stones 
somewhat camouflaged the old place in its woodland hideaway, until one 
caught sight of its diamond-paned windows and realized that a house in fact 
existed where before there seemed to be only shadowed vacancy. 

Around Christmastime the many-faceted windows of my aunt’s 
residence took on a candied glaze in the pink, blue, green, and other-colored 
lights strung about their perimeters. More often in the old days—Remember 
them, Jack—a thick December fog rolled off the not-yet-frozen lake and those 
kaleidoscopic windows would throw their spectrums into the softening haze. 
This, to my child’s senses, was the image and atmosphere defining the winter 
holiday: a serene congregation of colors that for a time turned our everyday 
world into one where mysteries abounded. This was the celebration, this was 
the festival. Why did we leave it all behind us, leave it outside? Every 
Christmas Eve of my childhood, as I was guided up the winding front walk 
toward my aunt’s house, a parent’s hand in each of mine, I always stopped 
short, pulling Mom and Dad back like a couple of runaway horses, and for a 
brief, futile moment refused to go inside. 

After the first Christmas Eve I can recall—chronologically my fifth—I 
knew what happened inside the house, and year after year there was little 
change either in the substance or surface details of the program. For those 
from large families, this scene is a little too familiar to bother describing. 
Perhaps even lifelong orphans are jaded to it. Still, there are others for whom 
depictions of unusual uncles, loveable grandparents, and a common run of 
cousins will always be fresh and dear; those who delight in multiple 
generations of characters crowding the page, who are warmed by the feel of 
their paper flesh. I tell you they share this temper with my Aunt Elise, and 
her spirit is in them. 

For the duration of these Christmas assemblies, my aunt always occupied 
the main room of her house. This room I never saw except as a fantasy of 
ornamentation, a hallucinatorium in holiday dress. Right now I can only hope 


to portray a few of its highlights. First of all holly, both fresh and artificial, 


hung down from wherever it was possible to hang—the frames of paintings, 
the stained-wood shelves of a thousand gewgaws, even the velvety embossed 
pattern of the wallpaper itself, intertwining with its swirls and flourishes, if 
memory serves. And from the fixtures above, including a chandelier delicately 
sugared with tiny Italian lights, down came gardens of mistletoe. The huge 
fireplace blazed with a festive inferno, and before its cinder-spitting hearth 
was a protective screen, at either end of which stood a pair of thick brass 
posts. And slipped over the crown of each post was a sock-puppet Santa, its 
mittens outstretched in readiness to give someone a tiny, angular hug. 

In the corner of the main room, the one beside the front window, a 
plump evergreen was somewhere hidden beneath every imaginable type of 
dangling, roping, or blinking decoration, as well as being dolled up with silly 
bows in pastel shades, satiny bows lovingly tied by human hands. The same 
hands also did their work on the presents beneath the tree, and year after 
year these seemed, like everything else in the room, to be in exactly the same 
place, as if the gifts of last Christmas had never been opened, quickening in 
me the nightmarish sense of a ritual forever reenacted without hope of escape. 
(Somehow I am still possessed by this same feeling of entrapment.) My own 
present was always at the back of that horde of packages, almost against the 
wall behind the tree. It was tied up with a pale purple ribbon and covered 
with pale blue wrapping paper upon which little bears in infants’ sleeping 
gowns dreamed of more pale blue presents which, instead of more bears, had 
little boys dreaming upon them. I spent much of a given Christmas Eve sitting 
near this gift of mine, mostly to find refuge from the others rather than to 
wonder at what was inside. It was always something in the way of 
underwear, nightwear, or socks, never the nameless marvel which I fervently 
hoped to receive from my obscenely well-heeled aunt. Nobody seemed to 
mind that I sat on the other side of the room from where most of them 
congregated to talk or sing carols to the music of an ancient organ, which 
Aunt Elise played with her back to her audience, and to me. 

Slee—eep in heav—enly peace. 


“That was very good,” she said without turning around. As usual, the 


sound of her voice led you to expect that any moment she would clear her 
throat of some sticky stuff which was clinging to its insides. Instead she 
switched off the electric organ, after which gesture some of the gathering, 
dismissed, left for other parts of the house. 

“We didn’t hear Old Jack singing with us,” she said, turning to look 
across the room where I was seated in a large chair beside a fogged window. 
On that occasion I was about twenty or twenty-one, home from school for 
Christmas. I had drunk quite a bit of Aunt Elise’s holiday punch, and felt like 
answering: “Who cares if you didn’t hear Old Jack singing, you old bat?” But 
instead I simply stared her way, drunkenly taking in her visage for the family 
scrapbook of my memory: tight-haired head (like combed wires), calm eyes of 
someone in an old portrait (someone long gone), high cheekbones highly 
colored (less rosily than like a rash), and the prominent choppers of a horse 
charging out of nowhere in a dream. I had no worry about my future ability 
to remember these features, even though I had vowed this would be the last 
Christmas Eve I would view them. So I could afford to be tranquil in the face 
of Aunt Elise’s taunts that evening. In any case, further confrontation 
between the two of us was aborted when some of the children began 
clamoring for one of their aunt’s stories. “And this time a true story, Auntie. 
One that really happened.” 

“All right,” she answered, adding that “maybe Old Jack would like to 
come over and sit with us.” 

“Too old for that, thank you. Besides, I can hear you just fine from—” 

“Well,” she began before I'd finished, “let me think a moment. There are 
so many, so many. Anywho, here’s one of them. This happened before any of 
you were born, a few winters after I moved into this neighborhood with your 
uncle. I don’t know if you ever noticed, but a little ways down the street 
there’s an empty lot where there should be, used to be, a house. You can see it 
from the front window over there,” she said, pointing to the window beside 
my chair. I let my eyes follow her finger out that window and through the fog 
witnessed the empty lot of her story. 


“There it once stood, a beautiful old house much bigger than this one. In 


that house lived a very old man who never went out and who never invited 
anyone to visit him, at least no one I ever noticed. And after the old man 
died, what do you think happened to the house?” 

“It disappeared,” answered some of the children, jumping the gun. 

“In a way, I suppose it did disappear. Actually what happened was that 
some men came and tore the house down brick by brick. I think the old man 
who lived there must have been very mean to want that to happen to his 
house after he died.” 

“How do you know he wanted it?” I interjected, trying to spoil her 
assumption. 

“What other sensible explanation is there?” Aunt Elise answered. 
“Anywho,” she went on, “I think that the old man just couldn’t stand the 
thought of anyone else living in the house and being happy there, because 
surely he wasn’t. But maybe, just maybe, he had his house torn down for 
another reason,” said Aunt Elise, drawing out these last words to suspenseful 
effect. The children sitting cross-legged before her now listened with a new 
intentness, while the crackling logs seemed to start up a little more noisily in 
the fireplace. 

“Maybe by destroying his house, making it disappear, the old man 
thought he was taking it with him into the other world. People who have 
lived alone for a very long time often think and do very strange things,” she 
emphasized, though I’m sure no one except me thought to apply this final 
statement to the storyteller herself. (Tell everything, Jack.) She went on: 

“Now what would lead a person to such conclusions about the old man, 
you may wonder? Did something strange happen with him and his house after 
both of them were gone? Well, the answer is yes, something did happen. And 
I'm going to tell you just what it was. 

“One night—a foggy winter’s night like this one, oh my little children— 
someone came walking down this exact street and paused at the property line 
of the house of the old man who was now dead. This someone was a young 
man whom many people had seen wandering around here off and on for some 


years. I myself, I tell you, once confronted him and asked him what business 


he had with us and with our homes, because that’s what he seemed most 
interested in. Anywho, this young man called himself an an-tee-quarian, and 
he said he was very interested in old things, particularly old houses. And he 
had a very particular interest in the house of that strange old man. A number 
of times he had asked him if he could look around inside, but the old man 
always refused. Most of the time the house was dark as though no one was 
home, even if someone always was. 

“So you can imagine the young man’s bewilderment when on that 
winter’s night what he saw was not a dark house where it seemed no one was 
inside, but a place all lit up with bright Christmas lights shining through the 
fog. Could this be the old man’s house, decorated so nice and cheerful with 
these lights? Yes, it could, because there was the old man himself standing at 
the window with a rather friendly look on his face. So, one more time, the 
young man thought he would try his luck and maybe get to see the inside of 
the old house. He rang the bell and the front door slowly opened wide. The 
old man didn’t say anything, but merely stepped back so that his caller could 
come in. Finally the young antiquarian would be able to study the inside of 
the house to his heart’s content. Along the way, in narrow halls and long- 
abandoned rooms, the old man stood silently beside his guest, smiling all the 
time.” 

“I can’t imagine how you know this part of your true story,” I 
interrupted. 

“Aunt Elise knows,” asserted one of my little cousins just to shut me up. 
And when my aunt cast a glance at me, it seemed for a moment that she 
really did know. Then she continued her true story. 

“After the young man had looked all around the house, both men sat 
down in the deep comfortable chairs of the front parlor and talked a while. 
But it wasn’t too long before that smile on the old man’s face, that quiet little 
smile, began to bother his visitor in a peculiar way. At last the young man 
claimed he had to go, glancing down at the watch he had drawn from his 
pocket. And when he looked up again...the old man was gone. Naturally, this 


startled the young man, who jumped up from his chair and nervously checked 


the nearby rooms and hallways for his host, calling “Sir, sir,” because he never 
found out the old man’s name. And though he could have been in any number 
of different places, the owner of the house didn’t seem to be anywhere that 
the young man investigated. So the antiquarian finally decided just to leave 
without saying good-bye or thank you or anything like that. 

“But he didn’t get as far as the door when he stopped dead in his tracks 
because of what he saw through the front window. There seemed to be no 
street anymore, no street lamps or sidewalks, not even any houses, besides the 
one he was in, of course. There was only the fog and some horrible, tattered 
shapes wandering aimlessly within it. The young man could hear them crying. 
What was this place, and where had the old house taken him? He didn’t 
know what to do except stare out the window. And when he saw the face 
reflected in the window, he thought for a second that the old man had 
returned and was standing behind him again, smiling his quiet smile. 

“But then the young man realized that this was now his own face, and, 
like those terrible, ragged creatures lost in the fog, he too began to cry. 

“After that night, no one around here ever saw the young man again. 
Well, did you like that story, children?” 

I felt tired, more tired than I’d ever been in my life. I barely had the will 
or the strength to push myself out of the chair into which Pd sunk down so 
deep. How slowly I trudged past faces that seemed far off in the distance. 
Where was I going? Was I in want of another drink? Did I desire another 
dainty from the table spread with Christmas treats? What was it that was 
calling me away from that room? 

No time seemed to have passed, but when I came to myself I was 
walking down a foggy street. The fog formed impenetrable white walls 
around me, narrow corridors leading nowhere and rooms without windows. I 
didn’t walk very far before realizing I could go no farther. As it happened, 
though, I did finally see something. What I saw was a cluster of Christmas 
lights, their colors beaming against the fog. But what could they have signified 
that they should seem so horrible to me? Why did this peaceful vision of hazy 


wonder, which had transported the imagination of my childhood self, now 


strike me with such terror? These were not the colors I had loved; this could 
not be the house. Yet it was, for there at the window stood its owner, and the 
sight of her thin smiling face for some reason was not right. 

Then I remembered: Aunt Elise was long dead and her house, at the 
instruction of her will, had been dismantled brick by brick. 

“Uncle Jack, wake up,” urged young voices at close range, though 
technically, being an only child, I was not their uncle. More accurately, I was 
just an elder member of the family who had nodded off in his chair. It was 
Christmas Eve, and I had had a little too much to drink. 

“We're gonna sing carols, Uncle Jack,” said the voices. Then they went 
away. 

I went away, too, retrieving my overcoat from the bedroom where it lay 
buried in a communal grave under innumerable other overcoats. Everyone else 
was singing songs to the strumming of guitars. (I liked their metallic timbre 
because it was in no way reminiscent of the rich, rotting vibrations of the 
church organ Aunt Elise played on Christmas Eves long past.) Foregoing all 
rituals of departure, I slipped quietly out the back door in the kitchen. 

I left that Christmas Eve get-together as if I had an appointment to keep, 
one of long standing whose import I never knew or had forgotten. So many 
things I can remember from years gone by—and easily enough because I have 
led such an uneventful and solitary existence—but I cannot remember what 
happened next that evening. My mind was not at its best, and the dream I 
had earlier must have carried over into one I had when I went to sleep at 
home, though I do not recall doing that either. The one thing I do remember, 
as if it happened while I was still awake and not dreaming, was standing 
before the door of a house that no longer existed, a door that opened in a 
slow, weighty sweep. Then a hand reached out and laid itself upon me. What 
horror I felt as I saw that great, gaping smile and heard the words: “Merry 
Christmas, Old Jack!” 

Oh, how good it was to see the old boy when he came to me at last. He 
had grown old but never grew up. And finally I had him, him and his every 
thought, all the pretty pictures of his mind. Those weeping demons, souls 


forever lost, came out of the fog and took away his body. He was one of them 
now. But I have kept the best part, all his beautiful memories, all those lovely 
times we had—the children, the presents, the colors of those nights! 
Anywho, they are mine now. Tell us of those years, Old Jack, the years I 
have now taken from you—the years I can play with as I wish, like a child 
with his toys. Oh, how nice, how nice and lovely to be settled in a world 
where it’s always dead with darkness and always alive with lights! And 


where it will always, forever after, be Christmas Eve. 


The Lost Art of Twilight 


I have painted it, tried to at least. Oiled it, watercolored it, smeared it upon a 
mirror which I positioned to rekindle the glow of the real thing. And always 
in the abstract. Never actual sinking suns in spring, autumn, winter skies; 
never a sepia light descending over the trite horizon of a lake, not even the 
particular lake I like to view from the great terrace of my massive old 
mansion. But these Twilights of mine were not done in the abstract merely 
for the sake of keeping out the riffraff of the real world. Other painterly 
abstractionists may claim that nothing in life is represented by their canvases 
—that a streak of iodine red is just a streak of iodine red, a spattering of flat 
black equals a spattering of flat black. Yet sheer color, sheer rhythms of line 
and masses of structure, sheer composition in general meant more to me than 
that. The others have only seen their dramas of shape and shade; I—and it is 
impossible to insist on this too strenuously—I have been there. My twilight 
abstractions did in fact represent some reality: a zone composed of palaces of 
soft and sullen colors standing beside seas of scintillating pattern and beneath 
sadly radiant patches of sky, a zone where the observer is a formal presence, 
an impalpable essence, free of carnal substance—a denizen of the abstract. But 
that is just a memory to me now. What I thought would last forever was lost 
in the blink of an eye. 

Only a few weeks ago I was sitting out on the terrace, watching the 
early autumn sun droop into the above-mentioned lake, talking to Aunt T. 


Her heels clomped with a pleasing hollowness on drab flagstones. Silver- 


haired, she was attired in a gray suit, a big bow flopping up to her lower 
chins. In her left hand was a long envelope, neatly cesareaned, and in her right 
hand the letter it had contained, folded in sections like a triptych. 


” 


“They want to see you,” she said, gesturing with the letter. “They want 
to come here.” 

“I don’t believe it,” I said, and skeptically turned in my chair to watch 
the sunlight stretching across the extensive lawn that fronts the old pile 
where it seemed we had lived for centuries. 

“If you would only read the letter,” she insisted. 

“IT can’t. Not if it’s written in French.” 

“Now that’s not true, to judge by those books you’re always stacking in 
the library.” 

“Those happen to be art books. I just look at the pictures.” 

“You like pictures, André?” she asked in her best matronly ironic tone. 
“I have a picture for you. Here it is: they are going to be allowed to come here 
and stay with us as long as they like. There’s a family of them, two children 
and the letter also mentions an unmarried sister. They’re coming from Aix-en- 
Provence to visit America, and while on their trip they want to see their only 
living blood relation here. Do you understand this picture? They know who 
you are and, more to the point, where you are.” 

“T’m surprised they would want to, since they’re the ones—” 

“No, they’re not. They’re from your father’s side of the family. The 
Duvals,” she explained. “They do know all about you but say,” Aunt T. here 
consulted the letter for a moment, “that they are sans préjugé.” 

“The generosity of such creatures freezes my blood. Twenty years ago 
these people do what they did to my mother, and now they have the gall, the 
gall, to say they aren’t prejudiced against me.” 

Aunt T. gave me a warning hrumph to silence myself, for just then Rops 
appeared bearing a tray with a slender glass set upon it. I dubbed him Rops 
because he, as much as his artistic namesake, never failed to give me the 
charnel house creeps. 


He cadavered across the terrace to serve Aunt T. her afternoon cocktail. 


“Thank you,” she said, taking the glass. 

“Anything for you, sir?” he asked, now holding the tray over his chest 
like a silver shield. 

“Ever see me have a drink, Rops?” I asked back. “Ever see me—” 

“André, behave. That will be all, thank you.” 

Rops then lurched away in slow, bony steps. 

“You can continue your rant now,” said Aunt T. graciously. 

“Tm through. You know how I feel,” I replied and then looked away 
toward the lake, drinking in the dim mood of the twilight in the absence of 
normal refreshment. 

“Yes, I do know how you feel, and you’ve always been wrong. You’ve 
always had these romantic ideas of how you and your mother, rest her soul, 
have been the victims of some monstrous injustice. But nothing is the way you 
like to think it is. They were not backward peasants who, we should say, 
saved your mother. They were wealthy, sophisticated members of her family. 
And they were not superstitious, because what they believed about your 
mother was the truth.” 

“True or not,” I argued, “they believed the unbelievable—they acted on 
it—and that I call superstition. What reason could they possibly —” 

“What reason? I have to say that at the time you were in no position to 
judge reasons, considering that we knew you only as a slight swelling inside 
your mother’s body. I, on the other hand, was actually there. I saw the ‘new 
friends’ your mother had made, that ‘aristocracy of blood,’ as she called them, 
which I understood to signify her envy of their hereditary social status. But I 
don’t judge her, I never have. After all, she had just lost her husband—your 
father was a good man and it’s a shame you never knew him. And then to be 
carrying his child, the child of a dead man... She was frightened, confused, 
and she ran back to her family and her homeland. Who can blame her if she 
started acting irresponsibly. But it’s a shame what happened, especially for 
your sake.” 

“You are indeed a comfort, Auntie,” I said with now regrettable 


Sarcasm. 


“Well, you have my sympathy whether you want it or not. I think I’ve 
proven that over the years.” 

“Indeed you have,” I agreed. 

Aunt T. poured the last of her drink down her throat and a little drop 
she wasn’t aware of dripped from the corner of her mouth, shining in the 
crepuscular radiance like a pearl. 

“When your mother didn’t come home one evening—I should say 
morning—everyone knew what had happened, but no one said anything. 
Contrary to your ideas about their superstitious nature, they actually could 
not bring themselves to believe the truth for some time.” 

“It was good of all of you to let me go on developing for a while, even as 
you were deciding how to best hunt my mother down.” 

“T will ignore that remark.” 

“T’m sure you will.” 

“We did not hunt her down, as you well know. That’s another of your 
persecution fantasies. She came to us, now didn’t she? Scratching at the 
windows in the night—” 

“You can skip this part, I already—” 

“— swelling full as the fullest moon. And that was strange, because you 
would actually have been considered a dangerously premature birth according 
to normal schedules. But when we followed your mother back to the 
mausoleum of the local church, where she lay during the daylight hours, she 
was carrying the full weight of her pregnancy. The priest was shocked to find 
what he had living, one might say, in his own backyard. It was actually he, 
and not so much any of your mother’s family, who thought we should not 
allow you to be brought into the world. And it was his hand that released 
your mother from the life of her new friends. Immediately afterward, though, 
she began to deliver, right in the coffin in which she lay. The blood was 
terrible. If we did—” 

“It’s not necessary to—” 

“—hunt down your mother, you should be thankful that I was among 


that party. I had to get you out of the country that very night, back to 


America. [—” 

At that point she could see I was no longer paying attention to her, but 
was distracted by the pleasanter anecdotes of the setting sun. When she 
stopped talking and joined in the view, I said: 

“Thank you, Aunt T., for that diverting story. I never tire of hearing it.” 

“T’m sorry, André, but I wanted to remind you of the truth.” 

“What can I say? I realize I owe you my life, such as it is.” 

“That’s not what I mean. I mean the truth of what your mother became 
and what you now are.” 

“I am nothing. Completely harmless.” 

“That’s why we must let the Duvals come and stay with us. To show 
them that the world has nothing to fear from you. I believe they need to see 
for themselves what you are, or rather aren’t.” 

“You really think that’s their mission?” 

“I do. They could make quite a bit of trouble for us if we don’t satisfy 
their curiosity.” 

I rose from my chair as the shadows of the failing twilight deepened and 
stood next to Aunt T. against the stone balustrade of the terrace. Leaning 
toward her, I said: 


“Then let them come.” 


I 


I am an offspring of the dead. I am descended from the deceased. I am the 
progeny of phantoms. My ancestors are the illustrious multitudes of the 
defunct, grand and innumerable. My lineage is longer than time. My name is 
written in embalming fluid in the book of death. A noble race is mine. 

In the immediate family, the first to meet his maker was my own maker: 
he rests in the tomb of the unknown father. But while the man did manage to 
sire me, he breathed his last breath in this world before I drew my first. He 


was felled by a single stroke, his first and last. In those final moments, so I’m 


told, his erratic and subtle brainwaves made strange designs across the big 
green eye of an EEG monitor. The same doctor who told my mother that her 
husband was no longer among the living also informed her, on the very same 
day, that she was pregnant. Nor was this the only affecting coincidence in the 
lives of my parents. Both of them belonged to wealthy families from Aix-en- 
Provence in southern France. However, their first meeting took place not in 
the old country but in the new, at the American university they each 
happened to be attending. And so two neighbors crossed a cold ocean to come 
together in a mandatory science course. When they compared notes on their 
common backgrounds, they knew it was destiny at work. They fell in love 
with each other and with their new homeland. The couple later moved into a 
rich and prestigious suburb (which I will decline to mention by name or state, 
since I still reside there and, for reasons that will eventually become apparent, 
must do so discreetly). For years the couple lived in contentment, and then 
my immediate male forebear died just in time to miss out on fatherhood, thus 
becoming the appropriate parent for his son-to-be. 

Offspring of the dead. 

But surely, one might protest, I was born of a living mother; surely upon 
arrival in this world I turned and gazed into a pair of glossy maternal eyes. 
Not so, as I think is evident from my earlier conversation with dear Aunt T. 
Widowed and pregnant, my mother fled back to Aix, to the comfort of her 
family estate and secluded living. But more on this in a moment. Meanwhile I 
can no longer suppress the urge to say a few things about my ancestral 
hometown. 

Aix-en-Provence, where I was born but never lived, has many personal, 
though necessarily secondhand, associations for me. However, it is not just a 
connection between Aix and my own life that maintains such a powerful grip 
on my imagination. Also intermixed with this melodrama are a few marvels 
exclusive to the history of that region. Separate centuries, indeed epochs, play 
host to these wondrous occurrences, and they likewise exist in entirely 
different realms of mood, worlds apart in implication. Nevertheless, from my 


perspective they are inseparable. The first item of “historical record” is the 


following: In the seventeenth century there occurred the spiritual possession 
by divers demons of the nuns belonging to the Ursuline convent at Aix-en- 
Provence. Excommunication was soon in coming for the blighted sisters, who 
had been seduced into assorted blasphemies by the likes of Grésil, Sonnillon, 
and Vérin. De Plancy’s Dictionnaire infernal respectively characterizes these 
demons, in the words of an unknown translator, as “the one who glistens 
horribly like a rainbow of insects; the one who quivers in a horrible manner; 
and the one who moves with a particular creeping motion.” For the curious, 
engravings have been made of these kinetically and chromatically weird 
beings, unfortunately static and in black and white. Can you believe it? What 
people are these—so obtuse and profound—that they could devote 
themselves to such nonsense? Who can fathom the science of superstition? 
(For, as an evil poet once scribbled, superstition is the reservoir of all truths.) 
This, then, is one element of the Aix of my imagination. The other is simply 
the birth in 1839 of Aix’s most prominent citizen: Cézanne. His figure haunts 
the landscape of my brain, wandering about the Provencal countryside in 
search of his pretty pictures. 

Together these two select phenomena fuse in my psyche into a single 
image of Aix, one as simultaneously grotesque and exquisite as a pantheon of 
gargoyles amid the splendor of a medieval church. 

Such was the land to which my mother remigrated some decades ago, 
this Notre Dame world of horror and beauty. It’s no wonder that she was 
seduced into the society of those beautiful strangers, who promised her 
liberation from a world of mortality where anguish had taken over, making 
her ripe for self-exile. I understood from Aunt T. that it all began at a summer 
party on the estate grounds of Ambroise and Paulette Valraux. The 
Enchanted Wood, as this place was known to the hautes classes in the 
vicinity. On the evening of the party, the weather was perfectly temperate. 
Lanterns were hung high up in the lindens, guide-lights leading to a heard- 
about heaven. A band played. 

It was a mixed crowd at the party. And in attendance were a few 


persons whom nobody seemed to know, exotic strangers whose elegance was 


their invitation. Aunt T. did not give much thought to them at the time, and 
her account is rather sketchy. One of them danced with my mother, having 
no trouble luring the widow out of social retirement. Another with 
labyrinthine eyes whispered to her by the trees. Alliances were formed that 
night, promises made. Afterward my mother began going out on her own to 
assignations after sundown. Then she stopped coming home. Térése—a 
personal attendant whom my mother had brought back with her from 
America—was hurt and confused by the cold snubs she had lately received 
from her mistress. My mother’s family was reticent about the meaning of her 
recent behavior. (“And in her condition, mon Dieu!”) Nobody knew what 
measures to take. Then some of the servants reported seeing a pale, pregnant 
woman lurking outside the house after dark. 

Finally a priest was taken into the family’s confidence. He suggested a 
course of action which no one questioned, not even Térése. They lay in wait 
for my mother, righteous soul-hunters. They followed her drifting form as it 
returned to the mausoleum when daybreak was imminent. They removed the 
great stone lid of the sarcophagus and found her inside. “Diabolique,” one of 
them exclaimed. There was some question about how many times and in 
what places she should be impaled. In the end they pinned her heart with a 
single spike to the velvet bed on which she lay. But what to do about the 
child? What would it be like? A holy soldier of the living or a monster of the 
dead. (Neither, you fools!) Fortunately or unfortunately, I’ve never been sure 
which, Térése was with them and rendered their speculations academic. 
Reaching into the bloody matrix, she helped me to be born. 

I was now heir to the family fortune. Térése took me back to America 
and made arrangements with a sympathetic and avaricious lawyer to become 
the trustee of my estate. This involved a little magic act with identities. It 
required that Térése, for reasons of her own which I’ve never questioned, be 
promoted from my mother’s adjutant to her sister. And so my Aunt T. was 
christened, born in the same year as I. 

Naturally all this leads to the story of my life, which has no more life in 


it than story. It’s not for the cinema, it’s not for novels. It wouldn’t even fill 


out a single lyric of modest length. It might make a piece of modern music: a 
slow, throbbing drone like the lethargic pumping of a premature heart. Best of 
all, though, would be the depiction of my life story as an abstract painting—a 
twilight world, indistinct around the edges and without center or focus; a 
bridge without banks, tunnel without openings; a crepuscular existence pure 
and simple. No heaven or hell, only a quiet withdrawal from life’s hysteria 
and death’s tenacious darkness. (And I tell you this: What I most love about 
twilight is the deceptive sense, as one looks down the dimming west, not that 
it is some fleeting transitional moment, but that there’s actually nothing before 
or after it: that that’s all there is.) My life as it was never had a beginning, 
but this did not mean it would be without an end, given the unforeseen 
factors that at length came into play. Beginnings and endings aside, I will now 
pick up my narrative from where I left off. 

So what was the answer to those questions hastily put by the monsters 
who stalked my mother? Was my nature to be souled humanness or soulless 
vampirism? To both of these conjectures about my existential standing my 
response was “No.” I existed between two worlds and had little claim upon 
the assets or liabilities of either. Neither living nor dead, unalive or undead, 
not having anything to do with such tedious polarities, such tiresome 
opposites, which as a fact are no more different from each other than a pair of 
imbecilic monozygotes. I said no to life and death. No, Mr. Springbud. No, 
Mr. Worm. Without ever saying hello or good-bye, I merely avoided their 
company, scorned their gaudy invitations. 

Of course, in the beginning Aunt T. tried to care for me as if I were a 
normal child. (Incidentally, I can perfectly recall every moment of my life from 
birth, for my existence took the form of one seamless moment, without 
forgettable yesterdays or expectant tomorrows.) She tried to give me normal 
food, which I always regurgitated. Later she prepared for me a sort of purée 
of raw meat, which I ingested and digested, though it never became a habit. 
And I never asked her what was actually in that preparation, for Aunt T. 
wasn’t afraid to use money, and I knew what money could buy in the way of 


unusual food for an unusual infant. I suppose I did become accustomed to 


similar nourishment while growing within my mother’s womb, feeding on a 
potpourri of blood types contributed by the citizens of Aix. But my appetite 
was never very strong for physical food. 

Stronger by far was my hunger for a kind of transcendental fare, a 
feasting of the mind and soul: the astral banquet of Art. There I fed. And I 
had quite a few master chefs to plan the menu. Though we lived in exile from 
the world, Aunt T. did not overlook my education. For purposes of 
appearance and legality, I have earned diplomas from some of the finest 
private schools in the world. (These, too, money can buy.) But my real 
education was even more private than that. Tutorial geniuses were well paid 
to visit our home, only too glad to teach an invalid child of nonetheless 
decided promise. 

Through personal instruction I scanned the arts and sciences. Yes, I 


learned to quote my French poets, 


Gaunt immortality in black and gold, 
Wreathed consoler hideous to behold. 
The beautiful lie of a mother’s womb, 


The pious trick—for it is the tomb! 


but mostly in translation, for something kept me from ever attaining 
more than a beginner’s facility in that foreign tongue. I did master, however, 
the complete grammar of the French eye. I could read the inner world of 
Redon, who was almost born an American, and his grand isolé paradise of 
black. I could effortlessly comprehend the outer world of Renoir and his 
associates of the era, who spoke in the language of light. And I could decipher 
the impossible worlds of the Surrealists—those twisted arcades where 
brilliant shadows are sewn to the rotting flesh of rainbows. 

Among my educators, I remember in particular a man by the name of 
Raymond, who taught me the rudimentary skills of the artist in oils. Once I 
showed him a study I had done of that sacred phenomenon I witnessed each 


sundown. I can still see the look in his eyes, as if they beheld the rising of a 


curtain upon some terribly involved outrage. He abstractedly adjusted his 
wire-rim spectacles, wobbling them around on the bridge of his nose. His gaze 
shifted from the canvas to me and back again. His only comment was: “The 
shapes, the colors are not supposed to lose themselves that way. Something... 
no, impossible.” Then he asked to be permitted use of the bathroom facilities. 
At first I thought this gesture was meant as a symbolic appraisal of my work. 
But he was quite in earnest, so all I could do was to provide directions to the 
nearest chamber of convenience. He walked out of the room and never came 
back. 

Such is a thumbnail sketch of my half-toned existence: twilight after 
twilight after twilight. And in all that blur of time I never imagined that I 
would have to account for myself as one who existed beyond or between the 
clashing worlds of human fathers and enchanted mothers. But now I had to 
consider how I would explain, that is conceal, my unnatural mode of being 
from my visiting relatives. Despite the hostility I showed toward them in 
front of Aunt T., I actually desired that they should take a good report of me 
back to the real world, if only to keep it away from my own world in the 
future. For days prior to their arrival, I came to think of myself as a figure of 
invalidism living in studious isolation, a sallow-complected Schoolman laboring 
at recondite studies in his musty sanctum, an artist consecrated to vacuity. I 
anticipated they would soon have the proper image of me as all impotence and 
no impetus. And that would be that. 

But never did I anticipate being called upon to face the almost forgotten 
fact of my vampiric origins—the taint beneath the paint of the family 


portrait. 


III 


The Duval family, and unmarried sister, were arriving on a night flight which 
we would meet at the airport. Aunt T. thought this would suit me fine, 


considering my tendency to sleep most of the day and arise with the setting 


sun. But at the last minute I suffered a seizure of stage fright. “The crowds,” I 
appealed to Aunt T. She knew that crowds were the world’s most powerful 
talisman against me, as if it had needed any at all. She understood that I 
would not be able to serve on the welcoming committee, and Rops’ younger 
brother Gerald, a good seventy-five if he was a day, drove her to the airport 
alone. Yes, I promised Aunt T., I would be sociable and come out to meet 
everyone as soon as I saw the lights of the big black car floating up our private 
drive. 

But I wasn’t and I didn’t. I took to my room and drowsed before a 
television with the sound turned off. As the colors danced in the dark, I 
submitted more and more to an anti-social sleepiness. Finally I instructed 
Rops, by way of the estate-wide intercom, to inform Aunt T. and company 
that I wasn’t feeling very well and needed to rest. This, I figured, would be in 
keeping with the facade of a harmless valetudinarian, and a perfectly normal 
one at that. A night-sleeper. Very good, I could hear them saying to their 
souls. And then, I swear, I actually turned off the television and slept real 
sleep in real darkness. 

Yet things became less real at some point deep into the night. I must 
have left the intercom open, for I heard little metallic voices emanating from 
that little metallic square on my bedroom wall. In my state of quasi- 
somnolence it never occurred to me that I could simply get out of bed and 
make the voices go away by switching off that terrible box. And terrible it 
indeed seemed. The voices spoke a foreign language, but it wasn’t French, as 
one might have suspected. It was something more foreign than that. Perhaps a 
cross between a madman talking in his sleep and the sonar screech of a bat. I 
heard the voices cluttering and chattering with each other until I fell soundly 
asleep once more. And their dialogue had ended before I awoke, for the first 
time in my life, to the bright eyes of morning. 

The house was quiet. Even the servants seemed to have duties that kept 
them soundless and invisible. I took advantage of my wakefulness at that early 
hour and prowled unnoticed about the old place, figuring everyone else was 
still in bed. The four rooms Aunt T. had set aside for our guests all had their 


big paneled doors closed: a room for the mama and papa, two others close by 
for the kids, and a chilly chamber at the end of the hall for the maiden sister. I 
paused a moment outside each room and listened for the revealing songs of 
slumber, hoping to know my relations better by their snores and whistles and 
monosyllables grunted between breaths. But they made none of the usual 
racket. They hardly made any sounds at all, though they echoed one another 
in making a certain noise that seemed to issue from the same cavity. It was a 
kind of weird wheeze, a panting from the back of the throat, the hacking of a 
tubercular demon. Having had an earful of strange cacophonies the night 
before, I soon abandoned my eavesdropping without regret. 

I spent the day in the library, whose high windows I noticed were 
designed to allow a maximum of natural reading light. However, I drew the 
curtains on them and kept to the shadows, finding morning sunshine not 
everything it was said to be. But it was difficult to get much reading done. 
Any moment I expected to hear foreign footsteps descending the double- 
winged staircase, crossing the black and white marble chessboard of the front 
hall, taking over the house. Despite these expectations, and to my increasing 
sense of unease, the family never appeared. 

Twilight came and still no mama and papa, no sleepy-eyed son or 
daughter, no demure sister remarking with astonishment at the inordinate 
length of her beauty sleep. And no Aunt T., either. They must’ve had quite a 
time the night before, I thought. But I didn’t mind being alone with the 
twilight. I drew back the curtains on the three west windows, each of them a 
canvas depicting the same scene in the sky. My private Salon d’Automne. 

It was a rare sunset. Having sat behind opaque drapery all day, I had not 
realized that a storm was pushing in and that much of the sky was the precise 
shade of old suits of armor one finds in museums. At the same time, patches of 
brilliance engaged in a territorial dispute with the oncoming onyx of the 
storm. Light and darkness mingled in strange ways both above and below. 
Shadows and sunshine washed together, streaking the scene with an 
unearthly study of glare and gloom. Bright clouds and black folded into each 


other in a no-man’s land of the sky. The autumn trees took on the appearance 


of sculptures formed in a dream, their leaden-colored trunks and branches and 
iron-red leaves all locked in an infinite moment, unnaturally timeless. The gray 
lake slowly tossed and tumbled in a dead sleep, nudging unconsciously against 
its breakwall of numb stone. A vista of contradiction and ambivalence, a 
tragicomical haze over all. A land of perfect twilight. 

I was jubilant: finally the twilight had come down to earth, and to me. I 
had to go out into this incomparable atmosphere, I had no choice. I left the 
house and walked to the lake, where I stood on the slope of stiff grass which 
led down to it. I gazed up through the trees at the opposing tones of the sky. I 
kept my hands in my pockets and touched nothing, except with my eyes. 

Not until an hour or more had elapsed did I think of returning home. It 
was dark by then, though I don’t recall the passing of the twilight into 
evening, for twilight suffers no flamboyant finales. There were no stars visible, 
the storm clouds having moved in and wrapped up the sky. They began 
sending out tentative drops of rain. Thunder mumbled above and I was forced 
back to the house, cheated once again by the night. 

In the front hall I called out names in the form of questions. Aunt T.? 
Rops? Gerald? M. Duval? Madame? Everything was silence. Where was 
everyone? I wondered. They couldn’t still be asleep. I passed from room to 
room and found no signs of occupation. A day of dust was upon all surfaces. 
Where were the domestics? At last I opened the double doors to the dining 
room. Was I late for the supper Aunt T. had planned to honor our visiting 
family? 

It appeared so. But if Aunt T. sometimes had me consume the forbidden 
fruit of flesh and blood, it was never directly from the branches, never the sap 
taken warm from the tree of life itself. Yet here were spread the remains of 
just such a feast. It was the ravaged body of Aunt T., though they’d barely 
left enough on her bones for identification. The thick white linen was clotted 
like an unwrapped bandage. “Rops!” I shouted. “Gerald, somebody!” But I 
knew the servants were no longer in the house, that I was alone. 

Not quite alone, of course. This soon became apparent to my twilight 


brain as it dipped its way into total darkness. I was in the company of five 


black shapes which stuck to the walls and soon began flowing along their 
surface. One of them detached itself and moved toward me, a weightless mass 
which felt icy when I tried to sweep it away and put my hand right through 
the thing. Another followed, unhinging itself from a doorway where it hung 
down. A third left a blanched scar upon the wallpaper where it clung like a 
slug, pushing itself off to join the attack. Then came the others descending 
from the ceiling, dropping onto me as I stumbled in circles and flailed my arms. 
I ran from the room but the things had me closely surrounded. They guided 
my flight, heading me down hallways and up staircases. Finally they cornered 
me in a small room, a stuffy little place I had not been in for years. Colored 
animals frolicked upon the walls, blue bears and yellow rabbits. Miniature 
furniture was covered with graying sheets. I hid beneath a tiny elevated crib 
with ivory bars. But they found me and closed in. 

They were not driven by hunger, for they had already feasted. They 
were not frenzied with a murderer’s bloodlust, for they were cautious and 
methodical. This was simply a family reunion, a sentimental gathering. Now I 
understood how the Duvals could afford to be sans préjugé. They were worse 
than I, who was only a half-breed, a hybrid, a mere mulatto of the soul: 
neither a blood-warm human nor a blood-drawing devil. But they—who came 
from an Aix on the map—were the purebreds of the family. 

And they drained my body dry. 


IV 


When I regained awareness once more, it was still dark and there was a great 
deal of dust in my throat. Not actually dust, of course, but a strange dryness I 
had never before experienced. And there was another new experience: 
hunger. I felt as if there were a bottomless chasm within me, a great void 
which needed to be filled—flooded with oceans of blood. I was one of them 
now, reborn into the ravenous life of the undead. Everything I shunned in my 


ambition to circumvent a birth-and-death existence I had become—just 


another beast with a hundred stirring hungers. Sallow and voracious, I had 
joined the society of the living dead, a contemptible participant in the worst 
of two worlds. André of the graveyards—a sociable corpse. 

The five of them had each drunk from my body by way of five separate 
fountains. But the wounds had nearly sealed by the time I awoke in the 
blackness, owing to the miraculous healing capabilities of the dead. The upper 
floors were all in shadow now, and I made my way toward the light coming 
from downstairs. A hanging lamp in the hall below illuminated the carved 
banister at the top of the stairway, where I emerged from the darkness of the 
second floor, and this sight inspired in me a terrible ache of emotion I’d never 
known before: a feeling of loss, though of nothing I could specifically name, as 
if somehow the deprivation lay in my future. 

As I descended the stairs I saw that they were already waiting to meet 
me, standing silently upon the black and white squares of the front hall. Papa 
the king, mama the queen, the boy a knight, the girl a dark little pawn, and a 
bitchy maiden bishop standing behind. And now they had my house, my 
castle, to complete the pieces on their side. On mine there was nothing. 

“Devils,” I screamed, leaning hard upon the staircase rail. “Devils,” I 
repeated. But they appeared horribly unperturbed by my outburst. “Diables,” 
I reiterated in their own loathsome tongue. 

But neither was French their true language, as I found out when they 
began speaking among themselves. I covered my ears, trying to smother their 
voices. They had a language all their own, a style of speech well-suited to 
dead vocal organs. The words were breathless, shapeless rattlings in the back 
of their throats, parched scrapings at a mausoleum portal. Arid gasps and dry 
gurgles were their dialects. These grating intonations were especially 
disturbing as they emanated from the mouths of things that had at least the 
form of human beings. But worst of all was my realization that I understood 
perfectly well what they were saying. 

The boy stepped forward, pointing at me while looking back and 
speaking to his father. It was the opinion of this wine-eyed and rose-lipped 
youth that I should have suffered the same end as Aunt T. With an 


authoritative impatience the father told the boy that I was to serve as a sort 
of tour guide through this strange new land, a native who could keep them 
out of such difficulties as foreign visitors sometimes encounter. Besides, he 
concluded, I was one of the family. The boy was incensed and coughed out an 
incredibly foul characterization of his father. Exactly what he said could only 
be conveyed by that queer hacking patois, which suggested feelings and 
relationships of a nature incomprehensible outside of the world it mirrored 
with disgusting perfection. It was a discourse in hell on the subject of sin. 

An argument ensued, and the father’s composure turned to an infernal 
rage. He finally subdued his son with bizarre threats that have no 
counterparts in the language of ordinary malevolence. After the boy was 
silenced he turned to his aunt, seemingly for comfort. This woman of chalky 
cheeks and sunken eyes touched the boy’s shoulder and easily drew him 
toward her with a single finger, guiding his body as if it were a balloon, 
weightless and toy-like. They spoke in sullen whispers, using a personal form 
of address that hinted at a longstanding and unthinkable allegiance between 
them. 

Apparently aroused by this scene, the daughter now stepped forward 
and used this same mode of address as though bidding for my recognition. Her 
mother abruptly gagged out a single syllable at her. What she called the child 
might possibly be imagined, but only with reference to the most feral 
degenerates of the human world. Their own form of expression carried the 
dissonant overtones of another world altogether. Each utterance was an opera 
of iniquity, a chorus of savage anathemas, a psalm hissing of fetid lust. 

“I will not become one of you,” I thought I screamed at them. But the 
sound of my voice was already so much like theirs that the words had exactly 
the opposite meaning I intended. The family suddenly ceased bickering among 
themselves. My flare-up had consolidated them. Each mouth, cluttered with 
uneven teeth like a village cemetery overcrowded with battered gravestones, 
opened and smiled. The look on their faces told me something about my own. 
They could see my growing hunger, see deep down into the dusty catacomb 


of my throat which cried out to be anointed with bloody nourishment. They 


knew my weakness. 

Yes, they could stay in my house. (Famished.) 

Yes, I could make arrangements to cover up the disappearance of Aunt 
T. and the servants, for I am a wealthy man and know what money can buy. 
(Please, my family, I’m famished.) 

Yes, they would receive sanctuary in my home for as long as they liked, 
which would likely be very long. (Please, I’m famishing down to the depths of 
me.) 

Yes, yes, yes. I agreed to everything. It would all be taken care of. (To 
the depths!) 

But first I begged them, for heaven’s sake, to let me go out into the night. 

Night, night, night, night. Night, night, night. 


Now twilight is an alarm that rouses me to feast. And the precious import it 
held all through my bygone halflife is nearly gone, while the prospect of 
eternal life in eternal death seduces me more and more. Nevertheless, there is 
something in my heart that wishes them well who would put an end to my 
precarious immortality. I am not yet so estranged from what I was to deny 
them my undoing. My exsanguinations thus far are only a need, not a passion. 
But I know that will change. I was once the scion of an old family from an old 
country, but now I have new blood in my veins and mine is a country outside 
of time. I have been resurrected from a condition of lassitude into one of fierce 
survival. No longer can I retreat into a world of deliquescent sunsets, for I 
must go out as summoned by a craving to draw fresh blood from the night. 


Night—after night—after night. 


The Troubles of Dr. Thoss 


When Alb Indys first heard the name of Dr. Thoss, he was flustered by his 
inability to locate the source from which it emanated. Right from the start, 
though, there seemed to be at least two voices chattering this name just 
within earshot, saying it over and over as if it were the central topic of some 
rambling discourse. Initially their words sounded as if they were being 
emitted by an old radio in another apartment, for Alb Indys had no such 
device of his own. But he finally realized that the name was being uttered, in 
rather hoarse tones, in the street below his window, which was set in the 
wall not far from the foot of his bed. After spending the night, not unusually, 
walking the floor or slumping wide-eyed in a stuffed chair beside the 
aforementioned window, he was now, at mid-afternoon, still attired in pale 
gray pajamas. Since morning he had kept to his bed, propped up against its tall 
headboard by huge pillows. Upon his lap rested a drawing book filled with 
thick sheets of paper, very white. A bottle of black ink was in reach on the 
bedside table, and a shapely black pen with a silvery nib was held tightly in 
his right hand. Presently Alb Indys was busily at work on a pen-and-ink 
rendering of the window and stuffed chair he had begun during his 
wakefulness the night before. That was when he overheard, however 
indistinctly, the voices down in the street. 

Alb Indys tossed the drawing book farther down the bed, where it fell 
against a lump swelling in the blankets: more than likely the creation of a 


wadded pair of trousers or an old shirt, possibly both, given the artist’s 


personal habits. The window of his room was partly open and, walking over 
to it, he discreetly pushed it out a little more. They should have been close by, 
those speakers whom Alb Indys wished would go on speaking. He 
remembered hearing one voice say, “It’s going to be the end of someone’s 
troubles,” or words to that effect, with the name of Dr. Thoss figuring in the 
discussion. The appellation was unfamiliar to him and gave rise to feelings 
that had much less to do with hope, which Alb Indys tried to keep at a 
minimum, than it did with nervous expectancy, as of some fore-vision of the 
unknown. But the talking had stopped, and just as he was becoming 
interested in this doctor. Where were they, those interlocutors? How could 
they have simply vanished? 

When he fully extended the bedroom window, Alb Indys saw no one on 
the street. He stretched forward for a better look. Strands of blond hair, 
almost white, fell across his face, and then by a sudden salty breeze were 
blown back, thin and loose. It was not a very brilliant day, not one of excess 
activity. A few silhouettes and shadows maneuvered in the dimness on the 
other side of unreflecting windows. The stones of the street, so sparkling and 
picturesque for those enjoying a holiday here, succumbed to dullness out of 
season. Alb Indys fixed on one of them which looked dislodged in the 
pavement, imagining he heard it working itself free, creaking around in its 
stony cradle. But the noise was that of metal hinges squeaking somewhere in 
the wind. He quickly found them, his hearing made keen by insomnia. They 
were attached to a wooden sign hung outside the uppermost window of an 
old building. The structure ascended in peaks and slants and ledges into the 
gray sky, until at its highest, turreted point swung the sign. Alb Indys could 
never clearly make out its four capital letters so far above, though he had 
gazed up at them a thousand times. (And how often it seemed that something 
gazed back at him from that high window.) But a radio station need not be a 
visual presence in an old resort town, only an aural landmark, a voice for 
vacationers signaling the “sound beside the sea.” 

Alb Indys closed the window and returned to his thin-lined 
representation of it. Though he began the picture in the middle of a sleepless 


night, he did not copy the constellations beyond the windowpanes, keeping 
the drawing unmarred by any artistic suggestion of those star-filled hours. 
Nothing was in the window but the pure whiteness of the page, the pale 
abyss of unshut eyes. After making a few more marks on the picture, 
completing it, he signed his work very neatly in the lower right-hand corner. 
This page would later be put in one of the large portfolios stacked upon a desk 
across the room. 

What else was contained in these portfolios? Two sorts of things, two 
types of artwork which between them told of the nature and limits of Alb 
Indys’s pictorial talents. The first type included such scenes as the artist had 
recently executed: images of his immediate surroundings, sights observable 
within his room. This was not his first study of the window, the subject he 
most often returned to and always in the same plain style. Sometimes he sat in 
the chair beside the window and portrayed his bed, lumpy and unmade, with 
occasional attention to the side table (noting each nick that blemished its 
original off-white surface) and the undecorated lamp which stood upon it 
(recording each chip that pocked its glassy smoothness). The desk-side of the 
room also received its fair share of treatments. The wall at that end of the 
room was the most tempting of the four, in itself a subtle canvas that had 
been painted and pitted and painted again, coated and repeatedly scraped of 
infinitesimal, seatown organisms, leaving it shriveled and pasty and incurably 
damp. No pictures were hung to patch either this or any other wall of the 
room, though a tall bookcase obscured who knows what unseen worlds 
behind it. Transitory compositions—a flung shoe leaning toe-up against a 
bedpost, a dropped glove which hazard endowed with a pointing index finger 
—formed the remaining examples of this first type of drawing in which the 
artist indulged. 

And the second type? Was it more interesting than the first? Perhaps, 
though not as far as imagination was concerned, for Alb Indys had none 
whatever, or at least none that he employed in a customary sense—that of 
evoking from within himself something that did not already exist outside him. 


Whenever he tried to form a picture of something, anything, in his mind, all 


he saw was a blank: a new page that retained the purity of its original 
mintage, nothingness unstained by inner conception. Once he nearly had a 
vision of something, a few specks flying across a fuzzy background of white 
snow in a white sky—and there was a garbled voice which he had not 
intentionally conjured. But it all fizzled out after a few seconds into a silent 
stretch of emptiness. This artistic handicap, however, was anything but a 
frustration or a disappointment to Alb Indys. He did not often test the 
powers of his imagination, for he somehow knew that there was as much to 
be lost as gained in doing so. In any case, there were many ways to make a 
picture, and Alb Indys had a second method, as mentioned, by which he 
created his artworks, one that differed markedly from his first, more 
conventional, idiom. 

The second technique that Alb Indys put to use could be styled as a kind 
of artistic forgery, though it might just as well be described by the term which 
he himself preferred—collaboration. And who were his collaborators? In 
many instances, there was no way of knowing: anonymous penmen, mostly, of 
illustrations in very old books and periodicals. His shelves were full of them, 
dark and massive, their worn covers incredibly tender to the touch. French, 
Flemish, German, Swedish, Russian, Polish, any cultural source of published 
material would do as long as its pictures spoke the language of dark lines and 
vacant spaces. In fact, the more disparate the origins of these images, the 
better they served his purpose: because Alb Indys liked to take a century-old 
engraving of a subarctic landscape, studiously plagiarize its manner of 
depicting vast expanses of frozen whiteness, then select an equally old 
depiction of a church in a foreign town he had never heard of, painstakingly 
transport it stone by stone deep into the glacial desert, and finally, from still 
older pages, transcribe with all possible fidelity an unknown artist’s 
conception of assorted devils and demons, making them dance down from the 
icemad mountains and invade the house of worship. This was the typical 
process and product of his work with collaborators, whose art Alb Indys 
plainly exploited in ways their fabricators never intended. Confiscating their 


images, he was moved to patch them to one another in a spirit of malicious 


abandon, as though to express the deranging effects worked upon him by the 
cruel vigilance he suffered night after night. Under his careful eye and steady 
hand there took place a mingling of artistic forms that together were 
monstrously chimerical, their disparate components tumbling out of the years 
to create nightmarish anatomies. For it seemed perfectly natural to Alb Indys 
that, like everything else, the most innocuous phenomena should eventually 
find their way from good dreams into bad, or from bad dreams into those that 
were wholly abysmal. 

At the moment he was working on a new collaboration, but all he had as 
yet was its barest beginnings: a sickle-shaped scar of moon, a common enough 
image which Alb Indys wanted to remove from one black sky and fix in 
another where it would take on a more ominous significance. Its relocation 
could have provided him with a way to waste the rest of the afternoon. 
However, the commotion outside the window earlier had upset the pace of 
his day and given it a new rhythm. Almost any event could do this to an 
insomniac’s fragile routine, so as yet there was no reason to contemplate the 
phenomenal. An appearance by his landlord, whether rent-hungry or merely 
casual, sometimes altered his course for weeks after. Before, his thoughts were 
of nothing, genuinely. But now old preoccupations had become stirred up and 
took on an edge. Was there anything special about this doctor, this Thoss? 
Alb Indys could not help wondering. Was he like the others, or was he a 
doctor who would hear, really hear you? Not one had yet heard him, not one 
had offered him a remedy worth the name. 

If there was indeed a new doctor who had set up practice in the seaside 
town, Alb Indys could encounter none of this individual’s cures, either real or 
pretended, by staying at home. He needed to find out some things for himself, 
make inquiries, get out into the world. When was the last time he had had a 
good meal? Perhaps that would be a way to begin, and afterward he could 
take it from there. One could always get acceptable food at the place right 
around the corner, with no reason to fear they were poisoning their patrons. 
Good, he thought. And once he had eaten he might have a nice walk for 


himself, gain some advantage from the fresh air and scenery of the town. 


After all, many people came here for vaguely therapeutic reasons, believing 
there were medicines dispensed by the very mood of the town’s quaint streets 
and its sealicked shores. It might even happen that his maladies would 
disappear of their own accord, leaving him with no need for this doctor, this 
Thoss. 

He dressed himself in dark, heavy clothes and made sure to lock the door 
behind him. But he had forgotten to shut the window properly and a breeze 
edged in, disturbing the pages of the drawing book on his bed, fluttering them 
against that lump in the blankets. 


At the eatery Alb Indys chose for his repast, he found a small table in a quiet, 
comfortable corner where he sat facing the rear wall and an unoccupied chair. 
Toward the front of the one-room establishment was a large blackboard that 
enumerated the specialties being offered. But because of his distance from the 
blackboard, and a certain atmospheric dimness of the place, only a single word 
in bold letters was easily readable. So he ordered that. 

“Fish,” he said when the waitress arrived. 

“Fish of the day?” 

“Yes,” he had answered, mechanically and without a trace of the 
anticipation he thought he might feel. 

But despite his lack of interest in daily meals, he did not regret this 
outing. A little lamp attached to the wall next to him, its light muffled by a 
grayish shade of some coarse fabric, created a nocturnal ambiance in the 
corner of the room where he sat. And it was not long before Alb Indys found 
that if he kept his gaze fixed upon a certain knotty plank in the wall just above 
the chair facing him, everything peripheral to his left eye’s vision faded into a 
dark fog, while the little lamp to his right cast an island of illumination upon 
the table at which he was seated. This manipulation of his vision instilled in 
him the feeling that he was nestled in a glowing refuge somewhere in the 


darkness of an unknown hinterland. But he could not sustain the illusion. The 


state of mild delight into which he fooled himself faded, while shapes around 
him sharpened. 

Yet without this sharpening would he have noticed the newspaper 
someone had left on the seat of the other chair? Messily bunched and 
repeatedly creased, it was still a welcome sight to his eyes. At this point he 
needed something to open his mind to the world around him, something to 
free his awareness of the coming night wherein he would have to face the 
verdict that would either terminate or terribly elongate his wakefulness. He 
reached for the pages, then unfolded and refolded them like an arrangement of 
bedcovers. His eyes followed dark letters across ruddy paper, and at last his 
mind was out of its terrible school for a while. When the food arrived he 
made way for the plate, building a nest of print and pictures around it: 
advertisements for the town’s shops and businesses, weather forecasts, 
happenings on the west shore, and a feature article entitled “THE REAL 
STORY OF DR. THOSS—Local Legend Revived.” A brief note explained 
that the article, written some years ago, was periodically reprinted when 
interest in the subject seemed, for one reason or another, newly aroused. Alb 
Indys paused over his meal for a moment and smiled, feeling disappointed and 
slightly relieved at the same time. It now appeared that he had been inspired 
by a misunderstanding, enlivened by imaginary consultations with a legendary 
doctor and his fictitious cures. 

Who, then? What? When and why? According to the article, Thoss 
might well have been a real doctor, one who lived either in the distant past or 
whose renown was imported, by recollection and rumor, from a distant place. 
A number of people associated him with the following vague but lamentable 
tragedy. A superb physician, and a most respected figure in his community, 
was psychically deranged one night by some incident of indefinite character. 
Afterward he continued to make use of his training in physic but in an utterly 
new fashion, in a different key altogether from that of his former practice. 
This went on for some time before, violently, he was stopped. Decapitation, 
drowning in the nearby sea, or both were the prevailing conclusions to the 


doctor’s legend. Of course, the particulars vary, as do those of a second, and 


more widely circulated, version. 

This variant Dr. Thoss was a recluse of the witch-days, less a doctor of 
medicine than one deeply schooled at forbidden universities of the 
supernatural. Or was he naturally a very wise man who was simply 
misunderstood? Histories of the period are unhelpful in resolving such 
questions. No definite misbehavior is attributed to him, except perhaps that of 
keeping an unpleasant little companion. The creature, according to most who 
know this Thossian legend, is said to have possessed the following traits: it 
was smallish, “no bigger than a man’s head”; shriveled and rotting, as if with 
disease or decomposition; spoke in a rasping voice or in several voices at once; 
and moved about by means of numerous appendages of special qualities, called 
“miracle claws” by some. There was good reason, the article went on, to put 
this abbreviated marvel at the center of this legend, for the creature may not 
have been merely a diabolical companion of Dr. Thoss but the mysterious 
doctor himself. Was his tale, then, a cautionary one, illustrating what 
happened to those who, either from evil or benevolent motives, got “into 
trouble” with the supernatural? Or was Dr. Thoss itself intended to serve as 
no more than a fancied agent of spectral hideousness, a bogey for children or a 
spook whose yarn is spun around a campfire? Ultimately the point of the 
legend is unclear, the article asserted, except as a means for fascinating the 
imagination. 

But an even greater obscurity surrounded one last morsel of lore 
concerning who the doctor was and what he was about. It related to the way 
his name had come to be employed by certain people and under certain 
circumstances. Not the place for a scholarly inquest into regional expressions, 
the article merely cited an example, one that no doubt was already familiar to 
many of the newspaper’s readers. This particular usage was based on the idea 
—and the following verb must be stressed—of “feeding one’s troubles to the 
sea (or ‘wind’) and Dr. Thoss,” as if this figure—whatever its anatomical or 
metaphysical identity—were some kind of eater of others’ suffering. A 
concluding note invited readers to submit whatever smatterings they could to 


enlarge upon this tiny daub of local color. 


End of the real story of Dr. Thoss. 

Alb Indys had read the article with interest and appetite, more than he 
ever hoped to have, and he now pushed both the crumpled newspaper and 
decimated meal away from him, sitting for a moment in blurry reflection on 
both. The surface of the old table, jaundiced by the little lamp above it, 
somehow seemed to be decaying in its grain, dissolving into a putrid haze. 
Possibly his mind had simply wandered too far when he heard, or thought he 
heard, a strange utterance. And it was delivered in a distorted, dry-throated 
voice, as though transmitted by garbled shortwave. “Yes, my name is Thoss,” 
the voice had said. “I am a doctor.” 

“Excuse me, will there be anything else you'd like to order?” 

Shaken back to life, Alb Indys declined further service, paid his bill, and 
left. On his way out, for no defensible reason, he scrutinized every face in the 
room. But none of them could have said it, he assured himself. 

In any case, the doctor was now exposed as only a phantasm of local 
superstition. Or was he? To be perfectly honest about it, Alb Indys had to 
credit the nonexistent healer with some part of his present well-being. How 
he had eaten, and every bit! True, it was not much of a day—the town was a 
tomb and the sky its vault—but for him a secret sun was shining somewhere, 
he could feel it. And there were hours remaining before it had to set, hours. 
He walked to the end of the street where it dipped down a hill and the 
sidewalk ended in a flight of old stone stairs that had curving grins sliced into 
them by time. He continued walking to the edge of town, and then down a 
narrow road which led to one of the few places he could abide outside his 
own room. 

Alb Indys approached the old church from the graveyard side. As he 
closed in, he saw the great hexagonal peak, hornlike, projecting above brown- 
leafed trees. Surrounding the graveyard was a vertical barrier of thin black 
bars, with a thicker bar horizontally connecting them through the middle, 
spinelike. There was no gate, and the road he was on freely entered the 
church grounds. To his left and right were headstones and monuments. They 


formed a forest of memorials, clumps of crosses and groves of gravestones. 


Some of them were so tilted by the years that they looked as if they were 
about to topple over. But could one of them have just now fallen down 
entirely? Something was missing that seemed to have been there a moment 
ago. When Alb Indys reached the edge of the graveyard he turned around, 
surveying not only the markers themselves but also the spaces between them. 
And the wind was pulling at his fine pale locks. 

Standing in full view of the church, Alb Indys could not resist elevating 
his gaze to the height of that spire which rose from the six-sided tower that 
crowned the edifice. This great structure—with its dark, cowlshaped 
windows and broken Roman-numeral clock—was buttressed by two low- 
roofed transepts which squatted and slanted on either side of it. Beneath the 
cloud-filled sky the church was an even shade of grayish white, unblemished 
by shadows. And from behind the church, where pale scrubby grasses edged 
toward a steep descent into sand and sea, came the sound of crashing waves, 
which Alb Indys perceived as somehow dry and electronic. 

As always, there was no one else in the church at this time of day (and 
with hours remaining of it). Everything was very quiet and serenely lighted. 
The dark-paned windows along either wall confused all time, bending dawns 
into twilights, suspending minutes in eternity. Alb Indys slid his unrested 
body into a pew at the back. His eyes were fixed on the distant apse, where 
everything—rpillars, pictures, pulpit—was partially folded within shadows 
that seemed to be the creation of dark hours. But his insomnia was not at 
issue here, nor the pernicious rancor that derived from it. His sufferings and 
transgressions alike were allowed reprieve. None of the devils and demons he 
had inserted into a certain collaboration of his would invade this church and 
violate its solemnity. He followed the moments as they tried to move past 
him. Each was smothered by stillness, and he watched them die. “But trouble 
feeds in the wind and hides in the window,” he drowsily said to himself from 
somewhere inside his now dreaming brain. 

Suddenly everything seemed wrong and he wanted to leave. But he 
could not leave, because someone was speaking to him from the pulpit. Yes, a 


pulpit in such a large church would be equipped with a microphone that 


amplified normal speech. Then why not speak normally—why whisper in 
such confused language and so rapidly, the effect being that of a single voice 
multiplying itself into many? What were the voices saying now? He could not 
understand them, as if he were hearing them in a dream. If only he could 
move, just turn his head a little. And if only he could open his eyes and see 
what was wrong. The voices kept repeating without fading, echoing without 
end in what now seemed a fantastically spacious church. Then, with an effort 
sufficient to move the earth itself, he managed to turn his head to look out a 
window in the east transept. And without even opening his tightly closed 
eyelids, he saw what was in the window. But he suddenly awoke for an 
entirely different reason, because finally he understood what the voices were 
saying. They said they were a doctor, and their name was— 

Alb Indys ran out of the church. And he kept running as if in flight from 
the hissing discord that now filled the seaside air, like static from a broken 
radio, and from what sounded like breaking waves close at his back. There 
was not much daylight left and he did not want to be caught in the damp and 
chill of an offseason evening. What misjudgments he had made that day, 
what mistakes, there was no question about it. An eternity of sleeplessness 
was to be preferred if those were the dreams sleep had in waiting. 

And when Alb Indys reached his room, he was thinking about a 
gleaming crescent moon ready to be placed in a new scene. How thankful he 
was to have some project, however malicious in spirit, to fill the hours of that 
night. Exhausted, he threw his dark coat in a heap on the floor, then sat down 
on the bed to remove his shoes. He was holding the second one in his hand 
when he turned and, for some reason, began to contemplate that lump 
beneath his bedcovers. Without reasoning why, he elevated the shoe directly 
above this shapeless swelling, held it aloft for a few moments, then let it drop 
straight down. The lump collapsed with a little poof, as if it had been an old 
hat with no head inside. Enough of this for one day, Alb Indys thought 
sleepily. There was work he could be doing. 

But when he picked up the drawing book from where he had earlier 
abandoned it on the bed, he saw that the work he intended to do had, by 


some miracle, already been done. Yet it had not been done rightly. He looked 
at the drawing of the window, the drawing he had finished off earlier that day 
with his meticulous signature. Was it only because he was so tired that he 
could not recall darkening those window panes and carving that curved scar 
of moon behind them? Could he have forgotten about scoring that bone-white 
cicatrix into the flesh of night? But he was holding that particular moon in 
reserve for one of his collaborations and this was not one of those. This 
belonged to that other type of drawing: in these he penned only what was 
enclosed within the four-walled frame of his room, never anything outside it. 
Then why did he ink in this night and this moon, and with the collaboration 
of what other artistic hand? Something was gravely wrong. If only he were 
not so drained by chronic insomnia, all those lost dreams swishing around in 
his head, perhaps he could have thought more clearly about it. His dozing 
brain might even have noticed another change in the picture, for something 
now squatted in the chair beside the window. But there was too much sleep 
to catch up on, and, as the sun went out in the window, Alb Indys shut his 
eyes languorously and lay down upon his bed. 

And he very well could have slept through what would usually be one 
of his white nights of insomnia had it not been for a noise that wakened him. 
The room was moderately brightened by a blade of moon whose light came 
through the window. The moonlight even made visible the stuffed chair 
whose representation appeared in the drawing that had been meddled with. If 
only Alb Indys had examined the drawing more closely, he might have 
observed that something was crouching in that chair, that its softly packed 
arms had other arms overhanging them—two thin appendages that were now 
flexing in the room’s faint luminescence. White night, white noise. As if 
speaking in static, a parched, crackling voice repeatedly croaked these words: I 
am a doctor. Then the roundish occupant of the chair hopped onto the bed 
with a single thrust, and its claws began their work, delivering the bedeviled 


artist to his miraculous remedy. 


It was the landlord who eventually found Alb Indys, though there was 
considerable difficulty identifying what lay on the bed. A rumor spread 
throughout the seaside town about a swift-acting and terrible disease, 
something that one of the tourists might have brought in. But no other 
trouble was reported. Much later, the entire incident was confused by 
preposterous fabulations which had the effect of relegating it to the doubtful 


realm of regional legend. 


Masquerade of a Dead Sword: A Tragedie 


When the world uncovers some dark disguise, 


Embrace the darkness with averted eyes. 
PSALMS OF THE SILENT 


I: Faliol’s Rescue 


No doubt the confusions of carnival night were in some measure to blame for 
many unforeseen incidents. Every violation of routine order was being 
committed by carousing masses, their high-register songs of celebration 
harmonizing with a low, droning pedal point which seemed to be sustained by 
the night itself. Having declared their town an enemy of quiescence, the 
people of Soldori had taken to the streets. There they conspired against 
solitude and, to accompanying gyrations of squealing abandon, sabotaged 
monotony. Even the duke, a cautious man and one not normally given to 
those extravaganzas perpetrated by his counterparts in Lynnese or Daranzella, 
was now holding a lavish masquerade, if only as a strategic concession to his 
subjects. Of all the inhabitants of the Three Towns, those under the rule of 
the Duke of Soldori—occasionally to the duke’s dismay—were the most 
loving of amusement. In every quarter of their usually sedate principality, 


frolicking merrymakers combed the night for a new paradise, and were as 


likely to find it in a blood-match as in a bewitching countenance. All seemed 
anxious, even frantic to follow blindly the entire spectrum of diversion, to 
dawdle about the lines between pain and pleasure, to obscure their vision of 
both past and future. 

So three well-drunk and hog-faced men seated in a roisterous hostelry 
might well be excused for not recognizing Faliol, whose colors were always 
red and black. But this man, who had just entered the thickish gloom of that 
drinking house, was garbed in a craze of colors, none of them construed to a 
pointed effect. One might have described this outfit as a motley gone mad. 
Indeed, what lay beneath this fool’s patchwork were the familiar blacks and 
reds that no other of the Three Towns—neither those who were dandies, nor 
those who were sword-whores, nor even those who, like Faliol himself, were 
both—would have dared to duplicate. But now these notorious colors were 
buried under a rainbow of rags which were tied about the man’s arms, legs, 
and every other part of his person, seeming to hold him together like torn 
strips hurriedly applied to the storm-fractured joists of a sagging roof. Before 
he had closed the door of that cave-like room behind him, the draft rushing in 
from the street made his frayed livery come alive like a mass of tattered flags 
flapping in a calamitous wind. 

But even had he not been cast as a tatterdemalion, there was still so 
much else about Faliol that was unlike his former self. His sword, a startling 
length of blade, bobbed about unbuckled at his left side. His dagger, whose 
sheath bore a mirror of polished metal (which now seemed a relic of more 
dandified days), was strung loosely behind his left shoulder, ready to fall at 
any moment. And his hair was trimmed monkishly close to the scalp, leaving 
little reminder of a gloriously hirsute era. But possibly the greatest alteration, 
the greatest problem and mystery of Faliol’s travesty of his own image, was 
the presence on his face of a pair of spectacles. And given that these spectacles 
were darkly tinged, as though fashioned from some murky substance, the eyes 
behind them were obscured. 

Still, there remained any number of signs by which a discerning scrutiny 


could have identified the celebrated Faliol. For as he moved toward a seat 


adjacent to the alcove where the booming-voiced trio was ensconced, he 
strode with a scornful, somehow involuntary assuredness of which no 
reversals of fate could completely unburden him. And his boots, though their 
fine black leather had gone gray with the dust of roads that a zealous 
equestrian such as Faliol would never have trod, still jangled with a few of 
those once innumerable silver links from which dangled small, agate-eyed 
medallions, ones identical to the onyx-eyed amulet which in other days hung 
from a silver chain around his lean throat. 

Now, however, no medallion ornamented Faliol’s chest; and since he had 
lost or renounced the inkish eye of onyx, he had acquired two eyes of 
shadowed glass. Each lens of the spectacles reflected, like twin moons, the 
glow of the lantern above the place where Faliol seated himself. As if 
unaware that he was not settled in some cloistered cell of lucubration, he 
removed from somewhere within his shredded clothes a small book having the 
words Psalms of the Silent inscribed upon its soft, worn cover. And the cover 
of the book was black, while the characters of its title were the red of autumn 
leaves. 

“Faliol, a scholar?” someone whispered in the crowded depths of the 
room, while another added: “And a scholar of his own grief, so ve heard.” 

Faliol unfixed the tiny silver clasp and opened the book somewhere 
toward its middle, where a thin strip of velvet marked his place. And if there 
had been a miniature mirror bound in place of the book’s left-hand leaf, Faliol 
could have seen three thuggish men gazing mutely, not to say thoughtfully, in 
his direction. Moreover, if there had been a second mirror set at the same 
angle on the book’s right-hand leaf, he could also have noticed a fourth pair of 
eyes spying on him from the other side of the hostelry’s engrimed window 
panes. 

But there were only stern-looking letters written—to be precise 
handwritten, in Faliol’s own hand—upon the opposing leaves of the book. 
Thus Faliol could not have seen either of these parties who, for reasons 
separate or similar, were observing him. All he saw were two pale pages 


elegantly dappled by somber verses. Then a shadow passed across these pages, 


and another, and another. 

The three men were now standing evenly spaced before Faliol, though 
he continued to read as if they were not present. He read until the lantern 
above was extinguished, its stump of tallow snuffed out by the middle man’s 
grossly knuckled stumps of flesh. Clasping his book closed, Faliol replaced it 
within the rags around his heart and sat perfectly still. The three men seemed 
to watch in a trance of ugsome hilarity at this slowly and solemnly executed 
sequence of actions. The face at the windowpanes merely pressed closer to 
witness what, in its view, was a soundless scene. 

Some words of insult appeared to be aimed at the man in rags by the 
three men standing before him. The first of them splashed some ale upon the 
bespectacled personage, as did the second man from his enormous tankard. 
Then more ale—this time expectorated—was received by the victim as the 
third man’s contribution to what became a series of petty torments. But Faliol 
remained silent and as motionless as possible, thereby expressing an attitude of 
mind and body which seemed only to provoke further the carnival-mad souls 
of the three Soldorians. As the moments passed, the men waxed more cruel 
and their torments more inventive. Finally, they jostled a bloody-mouthed 
Faliol out of his seat. Two of them pinioned him against the planks of the 
wall, while the trio’s hulking third member snatched his spectacles. 

A pair of blue eyes was suddenly revealed. They firmly clenched 
themselves closed, then reopened as if bursting out of black depths and into 
the light. Faliol dropped to his knees and his mouth stretched wide to let out 
a strangled scream—the scream of a mute under torture. But very soon his 
features relaxed, while his ragged chest began pumping up and down with an 
even rhythm. He rose to his feet. 

The one who had taken Faliol’s spectacles had turned away and his 
clumsy fingers were fiddling with delicate silver stems, fumbling with two 
shadowy lenses that were more precious than he knew. Thus amused and 
diverted, he did not perceive that Faliol had drawn his dagger from its 
shoulder-sheath and was cutting away at his companions with stealth and 


savagery. 


“Where—” he started to shout to his loutish comrades as they ran 
ripped and bloody from the hostelry. Then he turned about-face to feel 
Faliol’s sword against his greasy leather doublet. He saw, he must have seen, 
that the blade was unclean but very sharp; and he must have felt it scrape 
playfully against the chainmail vest concealed beneath his doublet’s sorry 
cover. Soon Faliol was lowering his blade until it reached the spot where the 
vest’s protection no longer protected. “Now put them on, that you might 
see,” he instructed the giant who held what appeared in his hands to be tiny 
toy spectacles. “Put...them...on,” he repeated in the toneless voice of one who 
was dead to all appeasement or mercy. 

The giant, his lip-licking tongue visibly parched, obeyed the command. 
Upon doing so, his body went rigid and became as if fastened to the floor on 
which it stood. 

Everyone in the room leaned closer to see the giant in dark spectacles, 
and so did the well-groomed face at the hostelry window. Most of the men 
laughed—drunkenly and anonymously—but a few remained silent, if they 
did not in fact become silent, at this sight. “And a scholar of the wildest folly, 
too,” someone whispered. Faliol himself grinned like a demon, his eyes 
widening at his work. After a few moments he returned his sword to its 
sheath, and even so the giant held his transfixed position. Faliol put away his 
dagger, and the giant did not budge a hair. Trapped within himself, he stood 
with paralyzed arms hanging beside his enormous flanks. The giant’s face was 
extraordinarily pale, his grizzled cheeks like two mounds of snow that had 
been sown with ashes. Above them, circles of glass gleamed like two black 
suns. 

All laughter had ceased by now, and many turned away from the 
unwonted spectacle. The giant’s meaty lips were the only part of him that 
moved, though very slowly and very much in the manner of a dying fish 
gasping in the dry air. But having seen through Faliol’s spectacles, the giant 
was not dying in his body: only his mind was a corpse. “The wildest folly,” 
whispered the same voice. 


Gently, almost contritely, Faliol removed the spectacles from the face of 


the dumbstruck idol, and he waited until he was outside the hostelry before 
replacing them on his own. 

“Good sir,” called a voice from the shadows of the street. Faliol paused, 
but only as if considering the atmosphere of the night and not necessarily in 
response to a stranger who had accosted him. “Please allow me to identify 
myself with the name Streldone. I assume my messenger spoke with you last 
eve in Lynnese. How generous of you to come to Soldori to meet with me. 
Well, then, here is my coach,” he said, “so that we need not talk in all the 
confusion of carnival night.” And when the coach began moving down streets 
on the circumference of the festivities, this finely habited gentleman—though 
he was just barely more than a youth—continued to speak to a silent Faliol. 

“I was informed you had arrived in Soldori not long before this very 
moment, and have been waiting for a discreet interval in which to approach 
you. Of course you were aware of my presence,” he said, pausing to scan 
Faliol’s expressionless face. “How unfortunate that you were forced to reveal 
who you are back in that sty of a drinking house. But I suppose you couldn’t 
allow yourself to undergo much more of that treatment merely for the sake of 
anonymity. No harm done, I’m sure.” 

“And I am sure,” Faliol replied in a monotone, “that three very sad men 
would disagree with you.” 

The young man laughed briefly at what he understood to be a witticism. 
“In any event, their kind will have their throats wrapped in the red cord 
sooner or later. The duke is quite severe when it comes to the lawlessness of 
others. Which brings me to what I require of you tonight, presuming that we 
need not bargain over the terms my messenger proposed to you in Lynnese. 
Very well,” said Streldone, though obviously he had been prepared to haggle 
over the matter. But he left no pause which might have been filled with the 
second thoughts of this hired sword, who looked and acted more like one of 
the clockwork automatons which performed their mechanical routines high 
above the town square of Soldori. Thus, with a slow turn of his head and a 
set movement of his hand, Faliol received the jeweled pouch containing one- 


half his payment. Streldone promised that the other portion would follow 


upon the accomplishment of their night’s work, as he now portrayed its 
reasons and aims. 

It seemed there was a young woman of a noble and wealthy family, a 
princess in all but title whom Streldone loved and who loved him in return, 
accepting his proposal of marriage and cleaving to his vision of their future as 
two who would be one. But there was also another, who was called Wynge, 
though Streldone referred to him thereafter as the Sorcerer. As Streldone 
explained the situation, the Sorcerer had appropriated the young woman for 
himself. This unnatural feat was achieved, Streldone hated to say, not only 
through the powerful offices of the Duke of Soldori himself, but also with the 
willing compliance of the young woman’s father. Both men, according to 
Streldone, had been persuaded in this affair because the Sorcerer had promised 
to supply them, by means of alchemical transmutations of base metals into 
gold and silver, with an unending source of riches to finance their wars and 
other undertakings of ambition. Without bothering to embellish the point, 
Streldone declared that he and his beloved, in their present state of 
separation, were two of the most wretched beings in the world and desperate 
for assistance in their struggle to be reunited. And that carnival night would 
be the last opportunity for Faliol to untangle them from the controlling strings 
of the Sorcerer and his compatriots. 

“Do I have your attention, sir?” Streldone asked. 

Faliol vouchsafed his understanding of the matter by repeating to its last 
detail Streldone’s account of his plight. 

“Well, I am glad to know that your wits are still in order, however 
distracted you may seem. I have heard certain rumors, you understand. In any 
event, tonight the Sorcerer is attending the duke’s masquerade at the palace. 
She will be with him. Help me steal her back, so that we may both escape 
from Soldori, and I will fill the empty part of that pouch.” 

Faliol asked if Streldone had possessed the foresight to have brought 
along a pair of costumes to enable their entrance to the masquerade. 
Streldone, somewhat vainly, produced from the shadows of the coach two 


such costumes, one that was appropriate to a knight of the old days and the 


other that of a court jester of the same period. Faliol reached out for the 
wildly patterned costume with the jeering mask. 

“But I am afraid,” said Streldone, “that I intended that costume for 
myself. The other is more suited to allow your sword—” 

“No sword will be needed,” Faliol assured his nervous companion. “This 
will be fitting,” he added, holding the hook-nosed fool’s face opposite his own. 

They were now traveling in the direction of the palace, and Soldori’s 
carnival began to thicken about the wheels of Streldone’s coach. Gazing upon 
the nocturnal confusion, Faliol’s eyes were as dark and swirled with shadows 


as the raving night itself. 


II: The Story of the Spectacles 


His eyes fixed and clouded as a blind man’s, the mage sat before a small 
circular table upon which a single wax taper burned in a silver stick. 
Illuminated by that modest flame, the surface of the table was inlaid with 
esoteric symbols, a constellation of designs which reduced essential forces of 
existence to a few, rather picturesque, patterns. But the mage was not 
occupied with these. He was simply attending to someone who was raving in 
the shadows of a secret chamber. The hour was late and the night was 
without a moon. The narrow window behind the beardless, pallid face of the 
mage was a solid sheet of blackness that seemed to absorb the candlelight. 
Every so often someone would move before this window, his hands running 
through his thick dark hair as he spoke, or tried to speak. Occasionally he 
would move toward the candle flame, and a glimpse could be caught of his 
bold attire in blacks and reds, his shining blue eyes, his fevered face. Calmly, 
the mage listened to the man’s wild speech. 

“Not if I have become mad but of what my madness consists is the 
knowledge I seek from you. And please understand that I have no hopes, only 


a searing curiosity to riddle the corpse of my dead soul. As for the assertion 


that I have always been engaged in deeds which one might deem mad, I 
would be obliged to answer—Yes, countless deeds, countless mad games of 
flesh and steel. Having confessed that, I would also avow that these were 
sanctioned provocations of chaos, known in some form to the body of the 
world and even blessed by it, if the truth be spoken. But I have provoked 
another thing, a new madness which arrives from a world that is on the 
wrong side of light, a madness that is unsanctioned and without the seal of 
our natural selves. It is a forbidden madness, a saboteur from outside the body 
of known laws. And as you know, I have been the subject of its devastation. 

“Since the madness began working its ruin upon me, I have become an 
adept of every horror which can be thought or sensed or dreamed. In my very 
dreams—have I not told you of them?—tthere are scenes of slaughter without 
purpose, without constraint, and without end. I have crept through dense 
forests not of trees but of tall pikes planted in the earth; and upon each of 
them a crudely formed head has been fixed. These heads all wear faces which 
would forever blind the one who saw them anywhere but in a dream. And 
they follow my movements not with earthly eyes but with shadows rolling in 
empty sockets. Sometimes the heads speak as I pass through their uncanny 
ranks, telling me things I cannot bear to hear. Nor can I shut out their words, 
and I listen until I have learned the horrors of each brutal head. And the 
voices from their lacerated mouths, so clear, so precise to my ears that every 
word is a bright flash in my dreaming brain, a brilliant new coin minted for 
the treasure house of hell. At the end of the mad dream these heads endeavor 
to laugh, creating a blasphemous babble which echoes throughout that 
terrible forest. And when I awaken, the night continues to reverberate with 
fading laughter. 

“Yet why should I speak of waking from these dreams? For to awaken, 
as I once understood this miracle, means to reclaim a world of laws which for 
a time were lost, to rise into the light of the world as one falls into the 
darkness of dream. But for me there is no sense of breaking through the 
envelope of sleep. It seems that I remain a captive of these dreams, these 


visions. For when one leaves off, another begins, like a succession of connected 


rooms which will never lead to freedom. And for all I can know, I am even 
now the inhabitant of one of these rooms, and at any moment—lI beg 
forgiveness, wise man—you may transform into a demon and begin to 
disembowel weeping children before my eyes and smear their entrails upon 
the floor so that in them you may read my future, a future without escape 
from those heads and from what comes after. 

“For there is a citadel in which I am a prisoner and which holds within it 
a type of school—a school of torture. Ceremonial stranglers, their palms 
grooved by the red cord, stalk the corridors of this place or lie snoring in its 
shadows, dreaming of perfect throats. And somewhere the master carnifex, 
the supreme inquisitor, waits as I am taken from my cell and dragged across 
stone floors—until I am finally presented to this fiend with witless, rolling 
eyes. Then my arms, my legs, everything is shackled, and I am screaming to 
die while the Torture of the Question...” 

“Enough,” said the mage without raising his voice. 

“Yes, enough,” the madman said. “And so have I said numberless times. 
But there is no end, there is no hope. And this endless, hopeless torment 
incites me with a desire to turn its power on others, and even to dream of 
turning it on all. To see the world drown in oceans of agony is the only vision 
which now brings me any relief from my madness, from a madness which is 
not of this world.” 

“Though neither is it of any other world,” said the mage in the same 
quiet voice. 

“But I have also had visions of butchering the angels,” replied the 
madman, as if to argue the irreparable nature of his mania. 

“You have envisioned precisely what you have been made to envision, 
and nothing that has risen from your own true being. But how could you 
have known this, when it is the nature of what you have seen—this Anima 
Mundi of the oldest philosophers and alchemists—to deceive and to pose as 
the soul of another world, and not as the soul of the world we know? There 
is only one world and one soul of that world, which appears in forms of 


beauty or bravery or madness according to how Anima Mundi would turn 


you. And no ordinary devising may turn you away from what it wills. This is 
the power that has made you what you now are, and would unmake you for 
its own design. It has played with you as it would a puppet.” 

“Then I will make myself its destruction.” 

“You cannot. Your very wish to destroy it is not yours but that of the 
thing itself. You are not who you are. You are only what it would have you 
be.” 

“You speak as if it were a god of deceit and illusion.” 

“There is no other or truer way to speak of it. But no further words 
now,” finished the mage. 

He then instructed the madman to seat himself at the table of arcane 
designs and to wait there with eyes calmly closed. And for what remained of 
that moonless night the mage worked in another part of his dwelling, 
returning to the wretched dreamer just before dawn. In one of his hands was 
the product of his labors: a pair of strangely darkened spectacles, as if they had 
shadows sealed within them. These he fitted to the madman’s face. 

“Do not yet open your eyes, my unhappy friend, but heed my words. I 
know the visions you have known, for they are among the visions that all 
were born to know. There are eyes within our eyes, and when these others 
open all becomes confusion. The meaning of my long life consists of the 
endeavor to seize and settle these visions, until my natural eyes themselves 
have altered in accordance with my purpose. Now, for what reason I cannot 
say, Anima Mundi has revealed itself to you in its most essential aspect—that 
of chaos at feast. Having seen the face behind all its others, your life can never 
again be as you have known it. All the pleasures of the past are now defiled, 
all your hopes violated beyond hope. There are things which only madmen 
fear because only madmen may truly conceive of them. Your world is 
presently black with the scars of madness, but you must make it blacker still in 
order to find any solace. You have seen both too much and not enough. 
Through the shadow-fogged lenses of these spectacles, you will be blinded so 
that you may see with greater sight. Through their darkly clouded glass 


Anima Mundi will diffuse into nothingness before you. What would murder 


another man’s mind will bring yours peace. 

“Henceforth, all things will be in your eyes a distant play of shadows 
that fretfully strive to engage you, ghosts that clamor to pass themselves as 
actualities, masks that desperately flit about to conceal the stillness of the void 
behind them. Henceforth, I say, all things will be reduced in your eyes to their 
inconsequential essence. And all that once shined for you—the steel, the 
stars, the eyes of another—will lose its luster and take its place among the 
other shadows. All will be dulled in the power of your vision, which will give 
you the ability to see that the greatest power, the only power, is to care for 
nothing. 

“Please know that this is the only means by which I may help you. You 
have been made ready to receive this salvation by your very torments. 
Though we cannot overthrow the hold that Anima Mundi has on the others 
of this earth, we must still try as we can. For as long as the soul of the world 
has its way, it will grieve all in whom it lives. But it will not live in you on the 
condition you obey one simple rule: You must never be without these 
spectacles or your furies will return to you. There, now you may open your 
eyes.” 

Faliol sat very still for some time, an ease of heart within him as he gazed 
through the spectacles. At first he did not notice that one of the mage’s own 
eyes was closed, covered by a sagging eyelid. When at last he saw this and 
perceived the sacrifice, he said, “And how may I serve you, wise man?” 

Beyond the window at the back of the two figures, something seemed to 
be at watch. Neither man took note of the image, which was so obscure as to 
be nearly invisible. Some would call it a face, yet its features were translucent 
such that not even the sharpest eye could read them clearly. Nor could any 
eye outside that room where Faliol and the mage sat quietly conversing suffer 


to behold such a vision. 


III: Anima Mundi 


While the revelers in the streets of Soldori remedied their discontents by 
throwing off the everyday face of orthodoxy, those attending the masquerade 
at the duke’s palace found their deliverance by donning other faces, other 
bodies, and perhaps other souls. The anonymity of that night—no unmasking 
was expected to be held—enabled a multitude of sins against taste, from the 
most subtle to the most grotesque indiscretions. The society of the court had 
transformed itself into a race of gods or monsters, competing at once with the 
brightest and highest of stars and the strangest of the world’s lower creatures. 
Many would undoubtedly spend the succeeding days or weeks in darkened 
rooms behind closed doors, so that the effects their disguises had wrought on 
their bodies might be known to none. For a few rare spirits, this by necessity 
would be their last appearance in the eyes of the court before a final seclusion. 
All were quite clearly arrayed as if something unparalleled, and possibly 
conclusive, was to occur that night. Musicians played in several of the palace’s 
most sumptuous and shimmering halls, glittering glasses were filled by 
fountains of unnaturally colored wine, and maskers swarmed about like living 
gargoyles freed from the cathedral’s stone. All, or nearly all, were straining for 
some unheard-of antic, suffering the pleasures of expectancy. 

But as the hours passed, hopes dissolved. The duke—in essence a simple 
man, even a dull one—took no initiative to unloose the abundant possibilities 
of the masquerade; and, as if instinctively aware of these perilous directions, 
he restrained the efforts of others to pursue them and thereby digress in a 
wayward manner from the night’s steadily unwinding course. No petitioning 
could sway him. He allowed several odd witticisms to pass unacknowledged, 
and he feigned that certain dubious suggestions and proposals were abstruse 
to his mind. Unnourished by any source within the duke’s character, every 
attempt at innovation curled at its colorful edges and died. The initial 
strangeness of the masked gathering went stale. Voices began to sound as 
though they were transacting business of some tedious sort, and even the 
sight of a jester, albeit one with darkness within the eyes of his mask, offered 


no special merriment to this sullen assembly. 


Accompanying the jester, who made no lively movements, was a knight 
out of armor, dressed in radiant blues and golds, a crusader’s cross emblazoned 
upon his chest, and over his face a white silk mask of blandly noble expression. 
The odd duo progressed from room to room of the palace, as if they were 
negotiating a thick wood in search of something or someone. The knight was 
manifestly nervous, his hand too obviously ready to go for the sword at his 
side, his head patrolling with skittish alertness the bizarre world around him. 
The jester, on the other hand, was altogether composed and methodical, and 
with excellent reason: he knew, as the knight did not, that their purpose was 
not a difficult one, as they would enjoy the complicity of Wynge himself, 
whom the knight had called the Sorcerer and whom the jester addressed as a 
wise man mage. With this advantage, Faliol might easily assist the knight in 
escaping Soldori. Not that such heroics were any longer of concern to Faliol, 
who was merely serving the mage in a machination to break the duke. The 
alchemical transformation that the ruler desired would indeed take place, 
though not precisely as promised. What reserves of wealth the duke and his 
conspirator possessed would tonight undergo, per the plan of the mage, a 
reverse alchemy that would leave them paupers. And then his work would be 
done in Soldori, such as he could accomplish what he set out to do. 

The knight and the jester now paused at the arched entrance to the last, 
and most intimate, of the masquerade’s many rooms. Pulling at the knight’s 
golden sleeve, the jester angled his pointed, sneering muzzle toward a 
costumed pair in the far corner. The indicated figures were appareled as 
monarchs of the old days, a king and queen in ancient robes and stoles and 
many-horned crowns. 

“How can you be sure they are the ones?” whispered the knight to the 
buffoon at his side. 

“Approach and take her hand. You will be sure. But say nothing until 
you have led yourselves back through these rooms and to freedom.” 

“But the king might well be the Sorcerer in disguise,” objected the 
knight. “He could have us both executed.” 


“Do as I tell you, though I cannot tell you all. You will see me greet the 


king and caper about as his jester. Believe me when I say that there is no 
sorcerer, only one who does what he can in this world against powers that 
can never be undone. And he has been working for your cause even before 
you knew of its troubles. Trust me that all will be well.” 

“I do trust you,” said the knight, as he furtively stuffed a jeweled pouch 
twice the size of the first into the belt of the jester, though Faliol cared 
nothing for the copious reward. 

The two characters separated and merged with the murmuring crowd. 
The jester arrived first at their destination. From a distance he seemed to 
speak a few words into the king’s ear and then suddenly leaped back to play 
the fool before him, hopping about wildly. The knight bowed before the 
queen and then without ostentation led her away to other rooms. Though 
her mask covered the expression beneath it, the manner in which she placed 
her hand upon the knight’s appeared to reveal her knowledge of his identity. 
After they had gone, the jester ceased his antics and stood close to the statue- 
like king. 

“I shall watch the duke’s men around us, who may have been watching 
you, wise man.” 

“And I shall see that our two little babes find their way through the 
forest,” replied the mock-monarch, who abruptly strode off. 

But that was not part of your design, thought Faliol. And neither was 
the king’s roguish voice that of the solemn mage. The dark eyes of the jester’s 
mask followed the movements of the impostor until he became lost in the 
throng. Faliol had just started in pursuit when a strange commotion in 
another part of the palace educed much talk on all sides. 

It seemed that something unheard-of had finally occurred, though it did 
not gladden any of those who had hoped for a unique happening on that 
carnival night. 

The disturbance originated in the centermost of that labyrinth of 
capacious rooms composing the arena of the masquerade. To the surrounding 
as well as the more peripheral rooms, including the one in which Faliol was 


now caught by the crushing crowd, there first traveled what sounded like 


cries of amusement. These quickly transformed, however, into ambiguous 
outbursts of surprise unto the edge of shock. Finally, the uproar took on the 
character of intense horror—all voices in alarm and confusion. Tidings passed 
rapidly, though less and less reliably, from mouth to mouth, room to room. 
Something terrible had happened, something which had begun, or was 
initially perceived, as a fabulous hoax. No one knew exactly how it was 
possible, but there suddenly appeared an outlandish spectacle in the midst of 
the most congested room of that night’s affair. The matter of the event was 
that two participants in the masque, without being spied by those around 
them, had donned costumes which went far beyond the most gruesome seen 
beforehand at the palace gathering. Among some persons, word circulated 
about semblances most closely akin to giant leeches or worms, for they did not 
walk upright but writhed along the floor as if absent of bones. Others heard 
that these prodigies of disguise possessed countless tiny legs, and thus more 
properly resembled centipedes of some type. Still others averred that what 
was now in their company were not masqueraders but things inhuman in 
nature, having many-taloned claws, reptilian tails, serpent faces, and an overall 
composition of fantastical beasts which could not be dissembled by man nor 
woman. But whatever may have constituted the true substance and form of 
these beings, at some stage they affected the crowd with a panic past all 
reckoning. And however subsequent actions were construed to transpire, the 
consequence was that these bizarre intruders were hacked and torn and 
trampled owing to an unreasoning revulsion for their aspect, or many aspects. 
Tragically, once the massacre was accomplished, it was not the 
slaughtered remains of two uncanny monsters that the masqueraders, their 
masks removed, looked down upon. Instead, it was two of their own—a 
knight and queen of the old days—whose blood was spreading across the 
ornate designs of the palace floor. Their bodies, which they had feared would 
be lastingly parted, were now all but indistinguishable from each other. 
Throwing off his jester’s face, Faliol worked himself near enough to the 
scene to view the horror with his own shaded eyes. A tragedy, yes, but not 


such that would return Faliol to his furies. For the image he saw immediately 


took its place among the seamless and unending flow of hellish eidola which 
constituted Anima Mundi and which, in his vision, was a monotonous 
tapestry of the terrible ceaselessly unfurling itself in the faintest shades of 
gray. Thus, the appalling tableau was neither more nor less sinister in his sight 
than any other which the world might show him. 

“Look again, Fa-fa-faliol,” said a voice at his back, as a forceful boot 
propelled him toward the carnage. 

But why was everything painted with such brilliance now, when a 
moment ago it was all so insipid? Why did every piece of mutilated flesh pulse 
with color? And why was Faliol wholly benumbed by these red-smeared 
forms and their unhappy fate? He had been charged to save them and he 
could do...nothing. His thoughts were now careening wildly through crimson 
corridors within him, madly seeking solutions but falling at every turn into 
blind corners and flailing hopelessly against something immovable, impossible. 
He pressed his hands over his face, hoping to blind himself to the scene. But 
everything remained invincibly there before his eyes—everything save his 
spectacles. 

Now the duke’s voice broke the brief lull of the dazed and incredulous 
assembly. The enraged sovereign shouted orders, demanded answers. How 
justified had proved his misgivings concerning the masquerade. He had long 
known that something of this nature might occur, and had done what he 
could to prevent its coming to pass. On the spot, he outlawed all future 
occasions of this kind and called for arrests and interrogations, the Torture of 
the Question to be liberally implemented. Exodus was instantaneous—the 
palace became a chaos of fleeing freaks. 

“Faliol!” called a voice that sounded too clear, within all the confusion, 
to have its origin outside his own mind. “I have what you’re looking for. 
They’re with me now, right here in my hand, not lost forever.” 

When Faliol turned around, he saw the masked king standing some 
distance away, unmolested by the frantic mob. The king was holding out the 
spectacles as if they were the dangling head of a conquered foe. Fighting his 


way toward the unknown persecutor, Faliol would chase him down and 


reclaim sanity, though not before he had barbarously dispatched the fiend. Yet 
he could not catch up to this figure which led him through all the rooms 
where the masquerade once flourished, and then deeper into the palace. At 
the end of a long silent corridor, the gaudy, flapping train of a royal robe 
disappeared through a doorway. Faliol followed the shape and at last entered 
a dim chamber with a single window, before which stood the mummer in a 
sparkling silk mask. The spectacles were still held by the velvet fingers of a 
tightly gloved hand. Watching as the dark lenses flashed in the candlelight, 
Faliol’s eyes burned as much with questions as with madness. 

“Where is the mage?” he demanded. 

“The mage is no more.” 

“Then tell me who are you before I send you to hell?” 

“You know who I am. But say I’m a sorcerer if that is well with you.” 

“And you killed the mage as you did the others.” 

“The others? How could you have not heard that rattling pantomime, all 
those swords and swift feet? Did you not hear that there was a pair of 
leviathan leeches, or something in that way, menacing the guests? True, I had 
a hand in the illusion, but my hand contained no gouging blade. A shambles, 
you saw it with your own eyes.” 

“In their fate you saw your own future. Even a sorcerer may be killed.” 

“Agreed, even a sorcerer with three eyes, or two eyes, or one.” 

“Who are you to have destroyed the mage?” 

“In fact, he destroyed himself—a heroic act, I’m sure. And he did it 
before my own eyes, as if in spite. As for myself, I confess that I am 
disappointed to be so far beneath your recognition. We have met previously, 
please remember. But it was many years past, and I suppose you became 
forgetful as well as dim-sighted once you put those pieces of glass over your 
eyes. You see why the mage had to be stopped. He ruined you as a madman, 
as my madman. 

“But you might recall that you had another career before the madness 
took you, did you not? Buh-bub-brave Faliol. Do you not remember how you 


were made as such? Do you not wish to remember that you were Faliol the 


dandy before we met on the road that day? It was I—in my role as a charm 
seller—who outfitted you with that onyx-eyed amulet which you once wore 
around your neck. It was that bauble which made you the skillful mercenary 
you once were, and that you loved to be. 

“And how everyone else loved you that way: to see a weakling become a 
man of strength and of steel is the stuff of public comment, of legend, and of 
diversion in general. And how much more do they love to witness the reverse 
of this process: to see the mighty laid low, the lord of the sword made mad. 
This was the little drama I had planned. You were supposed to be my 
madman, Faliol, not the imperturbable fool of that magician. You were 
supposed to be a real lost soul of torments in red and black, not a pathetic 
monk chanting silent psalms in pale breaths. Do you not understand? It was 
Wynge who ruined you, who undid all my schemes for your tragic and 
colorful history. Because of him I was forced to change my plans, which are 
many and touch the lives of all. Yes, it was your mage, who had wrested his 
soul from me and believed he could do the same for you. Blame him for the 
slaughter of those innocents and for what you are about to suffer. You know 
my ways. We are not strangers.” 

“No, demon horror, we are not. You are indeed the foul thing the wise 
man described to me, all the dark powers which we cannot understand but 
only hate.” 

“Poor Faliol. How wrong you are to contend that the one who stands 
before you is hated, whatever few enemies I may have. Do you hear those 
rhapsodic voices in the streets below? They are not filled with hate. Even 
when I excruciate them, they make excuses for me. They could not possibly 
hold a greater love for what gives them all they have, however little it may 
sometimes come to. But I would never go so far that they would turn against 
their own perpetuity. Only as they live do I live on. And the exceptional 
destinies of heroes and magicians, of kings and queens, saints and martyrs— 
these have special roles to perform in my scheme. From the highest to the 
lowest, they are all my children, and through their eyes I see my own glory.” 


“You see but your own foulness.” 


“No, the foulness is yours alone to lay eyes on, my dear Faliol. For those 
enamored of their continuance, no foulness exists. You have worn these 
spectacles too long and, to my disappointment, still see too much. You have 
seen me as others have not, if that pleases you, and for that you must come to 
an end. This is a privileged doom for those such as yourself. A type of 
consolation.” 

“You have said enough.” 

“To be sure. My time is precious. And yet I have not said what I came 
here to say, or rather to ask. You know the question, do not deny it, Faliol. 
The one you dreamed in those mad dreams I sent you. The torture of the 
question you dreaded to hear asked, and dreaded more to have answered.” 

“Demon!” 

“What is the face of the soul of the world?” 

“No, it is not a face...it is only—” 

“Yes, there is a face, Faliol. And you will see it,” said the masked figure 
as it peeled away its mask. “But why have you hidden your eyes that way, 
Faliol? And why have you fallen to your knees? Do you not appreciate the 
vision I have shown you? Could you ever have imagined that your existence 
would lead you into the presence of such a sight? Your spectacles cannot save 
you now. They are only so much glinting glass—hark to my grinding them 
underfoot upon the cool marble of the floor. No more spectacles, Faliol. And I 
think, too, no more Faliol. Can you understand what I am telling you now, 
jester? Well, what have you to say? Nothing? How black your madness must 
be to make you so rude. How black. But see, even if you will not, how I have 
provided these escorts to show you the way back to the carnival, which is 
where a buffoon belongs. And be sure that you make my legions of admirers 
laugh, or I will punish you. Yes, I can still punish you, Faliol. A living man 
can always be punished, so remember to be good. I will be watching. I am 
always watching. Farewell, then, fool.” 

A glazen-eyed guard on either side of him, Faliol was dragged from the 
duke’s palace and given to the crowd which still rioted in the streets of 


Soldori. And the crowd embraced the mad jester, hoisting his jingling form 


upon their shoulders, shaking him like a toy as they carried him along. In its 
scheme to strangle silence forever, Soldori’s unruly populace bellowed a robust 
refrain to Faliol’s sickly moans. Into an onyx-black night his eyes gazed and his 
mind vanished. 

But there must have been some moment, however brief, in which Faliol 
regained his old enlightenment and which allowed him to accomplish such a 
crucial and triumphant action. Was it solely by his own sleeping strength, 
fleetingly aroused, that he attained his greatest prize? If not, then what power 
could have enabled his trembling hands to reach so deeply into those haggard 
sockets, and with a gesture brave and sure dig out the awful seeds of his 
suffering? However it was done, the deed was done well. For as Faliol 
perished his face was flushed with a crimson glory. 

And the crowd fell silent, and a new kind of confusion spread among 
them—those heads which were always watching—when it was found that 
what they were bearing through the streets of Soldori was only Faliol’s 


victorious corpse. 


Dr. Voke and Mr. Veech 


There is a stairway. It climbs crooked up the side of total darkness. Yet its 
outlines are visible, like a scribble of lightning engraved upon a black sky. And 
though standing unsupported, it does not fall. Nor does it end its jagged 
ascent until it has reached the obscure loft where Voke, the recluse, has 
cloistered himself. 

Someone named Veech is now mounting the stairway, which seems to 
trouble him somehow. Though the angular scaffolding as a whole seems 
secure enough, Veech appears hesitant to place his full weight on the 
individual steps. A victim of vague misgivings, he ascends in weird mincing 
movements. Every so often he looks back over his shoulder at the stairs he has 
just placed his weight upon, for they feel to him more like soft clay than solid 
material and perhaps he is expecting to see the imprints of his soles on their 
surface. But the stairs are unchanged. 

Veech is wearing a long, brightly colored coat, and the splinters on the 
railing of the stairway sometimes snag his bulky sleeves. They also snag his 
bony hands, but Veech is more exasperated by the destruction of expensive 
cloth than injuries to his undear flesh. While climbing, he sucks at a small 
puncture in his forefinger to keep from staining his coat with blood. At the 
seventeenth stair above the seventeenth, and last, landing—Veech trips. The 
long tails of the coat become tangled between his legs and there is a ripping 
sound as he falls. At the end of his patience, Veech removes the coat and 


flings it over the side of the stairway into the black abyss. Shabby clothes hang 


loosely upon his thin body. 

At the top of the stairs there is only a single door. With widely splayed 
fingers, Veech pushes it open. Behind the door is Voke’s loft, which appears 
to be a cross between a playroom and a place of torture. 

The darkness and silence of the great room are somewhat compromised 
by noisy jets of blue-green light flickering spasmodically along the walls. But 
for the most part the room lies buried in shadows. Even its exact height is 
uncertain, since above the convulsive illumination almost nothing can be seen 
by even the sharpest pair of eyes, never mind Veech’s squinting little slits. 
Some of the lower beams of the crisscrossing rafters are visible, but the ceiling 
is entirely obscured, if in fact Voke’s sanctum has been provided with one. 

Somewhere above the gritty floor, more than a few life-size dolls hang 
suspended by wires which glisten like wetted strands of a spider web. But 
none of the dolls is seen in whole. The long-beaked profile of one juts into the 
light; the shiny satin legs of another find their way out of the upper dimness; a 
beautifully pale hand glows in the distance; while much closer the better part 
of a harlequin dangles into view, cut off at the neck by blackness. Indeed, 
much of the inventory of this vast room appears only as parts and pieces of 
objects which manage to push their way out of the smothering dark. Upon 
the floor, a long low box thrusts partway into the scene, showing off its 
reinforced edges of bright metal strips plugged with heavy bolts. Pointed and 
strangely shaped instruments bloom out of the loam of shadows. They are 
crusted with age. A great wheel appears at quarter-phase in the room’s 
dimness. Other sections, appendages, and gear-works of curious machines also 
complicate this immense gallery. 

As Veech progresses through the half-light, he is suddenly halted by a 
metal arm with a soft black handle. He backs off and continues to walk about 
the chamber, grinding sawdust, sand, perhaps pulverized stars underfoot. The 
dismembered limbs of dolls and puppets are strewn about everywhere. 
Posters, signs, billboards, and leaflets of various sorts are scattered around like 
playing cards, their bright words disarranged into nonsense. Countless other 


objects, devices, and leftover goods stock the room, more than one could 


possibly take notice of. But they are all, in some way, like those which have 
been described. One wonders, then, how they could add up to such an 
atmosphere of...isn’t repose the word? Yes, but a certain kind of repose: the 
repose of ruin. 

“Hello,” Veech calls out. “Doctor, are you here?” 

Within the darkness ahead there suddenly appears a tall rectangle, like a 
ticket-seller’s booth at a carnival. The lower part is composed of wood and the 
upper part of glass. Its interior is lit up by an oily red glare. Slumped forward 
on its seat inside the booth, as if asleep, is a well-dressed dummy: nicely fitting 
black jacket and vest with bright silver buttons, a white high-collar shirt with 
silver cufflinks, and a billowing cravat which displays a pattern of moons and 
stars. Because his head is forwardly inclined, the dummy’s only feature of note 
is the black sheen of its painted hair. 

Veech approaches the booth a little cautiously. He seems to be most 
interested in the figure within. Through a semi-circular opening in the glass, 
Veech slides his hand into the booth, apparently with the intention of giving 
the dummy’s arm a shake. But before his own arm creeps very far toward its 
goal, several things occur in succession: the dummy casually lifts its head and 
opens its eyes...it reaches out and places its wooden hand on Veech’s hand of 
flesh...and its jaw drops open to dispense a mechanical laugh—yah-ha-ha-ha- 
ha, yah-ha-ha-havha. 

Wresting his hand away from the dummy, Veech staggers backward a 
few steps. The dummy continues to give forth its mocking laughter, which 
flaps its way into every niche of the loft and flies back as peculiar echoes. The 
dummy’s face is vacant and handsome; its eyes roll like mad marbles. Then, 
from out of the shadows behind the dummy’s booth, steps someone who is 
every bit as thin as Veech, though much taller. His outfit is not unlike the 
dummy’s, but his clothes hang on him, and what there is left of his sparse hair 
falls like torn rags across his bone-white scalp. 

“Did you ever wonder, Mr. Veech,” Voke begins, parading slowly 
toward his guest while holding one side of his coat like the train of a gown. “I 


say, did you ever wonder what it is that makes the animation of a wooden 


dummy so terrible to see, not to mention to hear? Listen to it, I mean really 
listen. Ya-ha-ha-havha: a series of sounds that becomes excruciatingly eloquent 
when uttered by the Ticket Man. They are a species of poetry that sings 
what should not be sung, that speaks what should not be spoken. But what in 
the world is it laughing about. Nothing, it would seem. No clear motives or 
impulses make the dummy laugh, and yet it does! 

““But what is this laughter for?’ you might well ponder. It seems to be 
for your ears alone, doesn’t it? It seems to be directed at every part of your 
being. It seems...knowing. And it is knowing, but in another way from what 
you suppose, in another direction entirely. It is not you the dummy knows— 
it is only itself. The question is not: ‘What is the laughter for,’ not at all. The 
question is: ‘Where does it come from?’ This in fact is what inspires your 
apprehension. While the dummy does terrorize you, his terror is actually 
greater than yours. 

“Think of it: wood waking up. I can’t put it any clearer than that. And 
let’s not forget about the painted hair and lips, the glassy eyes. These, too, are 
aroused from a sleep that should never have been broken; these, too, are now 
part of a tingling network of dummy-nerves, alive and aware in a way we 
cannot begin to imagine. This is something too painful for tears and so the 
dummy laughs in your face, trying to give vent to a horror that was no part of 
his old home of wood and paint and glass. But this horror is the very essence 
of its new home—our world, Mr. Veech. This is what is so terrible about the 
laughing Ticket Man. Go to sleep now, dummy. There, he has gone back to 
his lifeless slumber. Be glad I didn’t make one that screams, Mr. Veech. And 
be gladder still that the dummy, after all, is just a device. Am I getting 
through to you, Mr. Veech?” 

“Yes,” says Veech, who seems not to have heard a word of Voke’s 
monologue. 

“Well, to what do I owe your presence here today? It is day, isn’t it, or 
very close to it?” 

“It is,” Veech replies. 

“Good, I like to keep abreast of things. What’s your latest?” Woke 


inquires while sauntering slowly about the clutter of his loft. 

Veech leans back against a vague mound of indefinable objects and stares 
at the floor. He sounds drowsy. “I wouldn’t have come here, but I didn’t 
know what else to do. How can I tell you? The past days and nights, 
especially the nights, like icy hells. I suppose I should say that there is 
someone—” 

“Whom you have taken a liking to,” Woke finishes. 

“Yes, but then there is someone else—” 

“Who is somehow an obstacle, someone who has made your nights so 
frosty. This seems very straightforward. Tell me, what is her name, the first 
someone?” 

“Prena,” answers Veech after some hesitation. 

“And his, the second.” 

“Lamm. But why do you need their names to help me?” 

“Their names, like your name, and mine for that matter, are of no actual 
importance. I was just maintaining a polite interest in your predicament, 
nothing more. As for helping you, that assumes I have some mastery over this 
situation.” 

“But I thought,” stammers Veech, “the loft, your devices, you seem to 
have a certain...knowledge.” 

“Like the dummy’s knowledge? You shouldn’t have depended on it. 
Now you just have one more disappointment to contend with. One more 
pain. But listen, can’t you just stick it out? In time you will forget all about 
this Prena. Why become involved in that madness. It’s something to 
consider.” 

“I can’t help myself, doctor,” says Veech in a plaintive voice. 

“I understand, but first hear me out. I hate to see you like this, Mr. 
Veech. Believe me, I know whereof I speak. I was not always as you see me. 
But you know what they say: Body and soul are both undone when two by 
two they become as one. Or perhaps I made that up. My memory is blissfully 
bad. In any event, let me give you one final nugget of advice: forsake the 


world and cling to the shadows.” 


“Iam my own shadow,” Veech replies. 

“Yes, I can see that. Then all I can say at this point is that you’ve been 
warned. So let us speak hypothetically for a moment. Are you familiar with 
the Street of Wavering Peaks? I know it has a more common name, but I like 
to call it that because of all those tall, slanting houses.” 

Veech nods to indicate that he, too, knows the street. 

“Well—and I promise nothing, remember, I make no pledges or vows— 
but if you can somehow manage to bring both of your friends through that 
street tonight, I think there might be a solution to your problem, if you really 
want one. Do you mind what form the solution takes?” 

“T just want your help, doctor. I’m in your hands.” 

“You really are serious, aren’t you?” 

Veech says nothing in reply. Voke shrugs and gradually fades back to his 
point of origin within the deepest shadows of the room. The red light in the 
booth of the Ticket Man also fades like a setting sun, until the only color left 
in the room is the ultramarine of the flames burning on the walls. Veech folds 
his hands and gazes into the upper reaches of the loft, as if he can already see 


the slender rooftops hovering over the Street of Wavering Peaks. 


By night, the facades of each edifice on either side of this narrow street seem 
to be fused together, as if they are bonded by shadows to one another. Aside 
from their foundations and a few floors with shuttered windows, they are all 
roof. Splendidly they rise into the night, often reaching fantastic altitudes. At 
angles they sway a little against the sky, undulating at their pinnacles like tall 
trees in a gentle wind. 

Tonight the sky is a swamp of murky clouds glowing in the false fire of 
the moon. From the direction of the street’s arched entranceway, three 
approaching figures are preceded by three elongated shadows. One walks 
ahead, leading the way but lacking the proper gestures of knowledge and 


authority. Behind are the shapes of a man and a woman, side by side with 


only a slice of evening’s soft radiance between them. 

Toward the end of the street, the leading figure stops and the other two 
catch up with him. They are now all three standing outside the loftiest of the 
street’s peaked buildings. This one appears to serve as a place of business, 
since there is a sign hanging above its door. Muddled by shadows, it swings 
ever so slightly in the wind, squeaking softly. On either of its sides there is a 
painted picture of the goods or services sold there: a pair of tongs, or 
something similar, laying crosswise upon what is perhaps a poker, or some 
other lengthy implement. But the business is closed for the night and the 
shutters are secured. A round attic window high above seems to be no more 
than an empty socket, though from ground level—where the three figures 
have assumed the tentative postures of somnambulists—it is difficult to tell 
exactly what things are like up there. And now a fog begins to cut off their 
gaze from the upper regions of the Street of Wavering Peaks. 

Veech looks vaguely distressed, apparently unsure just how much longer 
they should loiter in this place. Not being privy to what is supposed to occur, 
if anything, what action should he take? All he can do at the moment is stall. 
But soon enough everything is brought to a swift conclusion. 

One moment Veech is drowsily conversing with his two companions, 
both of them looking sternly suspicious at this point; the next moment it is as 
if they are two puppets who have been whisked upwards on invisible strings, 
into the fog and out of sight. It all happens so suddenly that they do not make 
a sound, though a little later there are faint, hollow screams from high above. 
Veech has fallen to his knees and is covering his face with both his hands. 

Two went up, but only one comes down—a single form suspended an 
arm’s length above the stone-paved street and twisting a bit, as if at the end of 
a hangman’s rope. Veech uncovers his eyes and looks at the thing. Yes, there 
is only one, but this one has too many...there is too much of everything on 
this body. Two faces sharing a single head, two mouths that have fallen silent 
forever with parted lips. The thing continues to dangle in the air even after 


Veech has completely collapsed on the Street of Wavering Peaks. 


Voke’s next meeting with Veech is as unexpected as the last. There is a 
disturbance in the loft, and the recluse lugs his bones out of the shadows to 
investigate. What he sees is Veech and the Ticket Man both screaming with 
laughter. Their cachinnations stir up the stagnant air of the loft. They are 
two maniac twins crying and cackling with a single voice. 

“What’s going on here, Mr. Veech?” demands Voke. 

Veech ignores him and continues his riotous duet with the dummy. Even 
after Voke touches the booth and says “Go to sleep, dummy,” Veech still 
giggles all by himself, as if he, too, is an automaton without command over his 
own actions. Voke knocks Veech to the floor, which seems to hit the right 
mechanism to shut off his voice. At least he is quiet for a few moments. Then 
he looks up and scowls at Voke. 

“Why did you have to do that to them?” he asks with a deeply stricken 
reproachfulness. His voice is rough from all that laughter. It sounds like 
grating machinery. 

“Tm not going to pretend I don’t know what you’re talking about. I have 
heard about what happened, not that I should care. But you can’t hold me 
responsible, Mr. Veech. I never leave my loft, you know that. However, 
you're perfectly free to go, if you go now. Haven’t you caused me enough 
trouble!” 

“Why did it have to happen like that?” Veech protests. 

“How should I know? You said you didn’t mind what form the solution 
to your problem took. Besides, I think it all worked out for the best. Those 
two were making a fool of you, Mr. Veech. They wanted each other and now 
they have each other. Two by two they have become as one, while you are 
free to move on to your next disaster. Wait one moment, I know what’s 
bothering you,” says Voke with sudden enlightenment. “You're distressed 
because it all ended up with their demise and not yours. Death is always the 
best thing, Mr. Veech, but who would have thought you could appreciate 


such a view? I’ve underestimated you, no doubt about it. My apologies.” 


“No,” screams Veech, shivering like a sick animal. Woke now becomes 
excited. 

“No? Noooo? What is the matter with you? Why do you set me up for 
these disappointments? I’ve had quite enough without your adding to the 
heap. Take a lesson from the Ticket Man here. Do you see him whining? No, 
he is silent, he is still. A dummy’s silence is the most soothing silence of all, 
and his stillness is the perfect stillness of the unborn. He could be making a 
fuss, but he isn’t. And it is precisely his lack of action, his unfulfilled nature 
that makes him the ideal companion, my only true friend it seems. Dead- 
wood, I adore you. Look at how his hands rest upon his lap in empty prayer. 
Look at the noble bearing of his collapsed and powerless limbs. Look at his 
numb lips muttering nothing, and look at those eyes—how they gaze on and 
on forever!” 

Voke takes a closer look at the dummy’s eyes, and his own begin to 
lower with dark intentness. He leans his head against the booth for the closest 
possible scrutiny, his hands adhering to the glass as if by the force of some 
powerful suction. Finally, Voke sees that the dummy’s eyes have changed. 
They are now dripping little drops of blood which roll slowly down shiny 
cheeks. 

Voke pulls himself away from the booth and turns to Veech. 

“You’ve been tampering with him!” he bellows as best he can. 

Veech blinks a few leftover tears of berserk laughter out of his eyes, and 
his lips form a smile. “I didn’t do a thing,” he whispers mockingly. “Don’t 
blame me for your troubles!” 

Voke seems to be momentarily paralyzed with outrage, though his face is 
twisted by a thousand thoughts of action. Weech apparently is aware of the 
danger and his eyes search throughout the room, possibly for a means of 
escape or for a weapon to use against his antagonist. He fixes on something 
and begins to move toward it in a crouch. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” says Voke, now liberated from the 
disabling effects of his rage. 


Veech is trying to reach something on the floor that is the approximate 


shape and size of a coffin. Only part of the long black box sticks out of the 
shadows into the bluish-green irradiance of the loft. A thick strip of burnished 
silver edges the object and is secured to it with heavy bolts. 

“Get away from there,” shouts Voke as Veech stoops over the box, 
fingering its lid. 

But before he can open it, before he can make another move, Voke 
makes his. 

“T’ve done my best for you, Mr. Veech, and you’ve given me nothing but 
grief. I’ve tried to deliver you from the fate of your friends...but now I deliver 
you to it.” 

At these words, Veech’s body begins to rise in a puppet’s hunch, then 
soars up into the tenebrous rafters and beyond, transported by unseen wires. 
His arms and legs twitch uncontrollably during the elevation, and his 
screams...fade. 

But Voke pays no attention to his victim’s progress. His baggy clothes 
fluttering, he rushes to the object so recently threatened with violation and 
drags it toward an open spot on the floor. The light from the walls shines on 
the coffin’s silky black surface. Voke is on his knees before the long box, 
tenderly testing its security with his fingertips. As if each accumulated 
moment of deliberation were a blasphemy, he suddenly lifts back the lid. 

Laid out inside is a young woman whose beauty has been unnaturally 
perpetuated by a fanatic of her form. Woke gazes for some time at the corpse. 
Then he whispers to her who cannot hear him: “Always the best thing, my 
dear. Always the best thing.” 

He is still kneeling before the coffin as his features begin to undergo the 
ravages of various, obviously conflicting, phases of feeling. Eyes, mouth, the 
whole facial structure is called upon to perform gruesome acrobatics of 
expression. Ultimately, the strain of Voke’s inner turmoil resolves itself in a fit 
of convulsive laughter: the liberating laughter of an antic derangement. By the 
powers of his idiotic hilarity, Voke rises to his feet and begins to caper about, 
wildly dancing to absent music with an invisible partner. Hopping and 


bouncing and bobbing, he seems to be overtaken by a bout of seizures, while 


his laughter turns into a hoarse cacophony. Through complete absence of 
mind, or perhaps because he has momentarily gained possession of himself, 
Voke makes his way out of the loft and is now laughing into the dark abyss 
beyond the precarious railing at the top of the crooked stairway. His final 
laugh seems to stick in his throat as over the railing he falls without a sound. 
Thus the screams you now hear are not those of the plummeting Voke 
or the hapless Veech, both of them gone into what dark regions none can say. 
Nor are they the last echoes of Prena and Lamm’s cries of horror. These 
screams, the ones from beyond the doorway at the top of the stairs, belong 
only to a helpless dummy who now feels warm drops of blood sliding down 
his lacquered cheeks. For the Ticket Man has been left—alone and alive—in 


the shadows of an abandoned loft. And his eyes are rolling like mad marbles. 


Professor Nobody’s Little Lectures 
on Supernatural Horror 


The Eyes That Never Blink 


Mist on a lake, fog in thick woods, a golden light shining on wet stones—such 
sights make it all very easy. Something lives in the lake, rustles through the 
woods, inhabits the stones or the earth beneath them. Whatever it may be, 
this something lies just out of sight, but not out of vision for the eyes that 
never blink. In the right surroundings our entire being is made of eyes that 
dilate to witness the haunting of the universe. But really, do the right 
surroundings have to be so obvious in their spectral atmosphere? 

Take a cramped waiting room, for instance. Everything there seems so 
well-anchored in normalcy. Others around you talk ever so quietly; the old 
clock on the wall is sweeping aside the seconds with its thin red finger; the 
window blinds deliver slices of light from the outside world and shuffle them 
with shadows. Yet at any time and in any place, our bunkers of banality may 
begin to rumble. You see, even in a stronghold of our fellow beings we may be 
subject to abnormal fears that would land us in an asylum if we voiced them 
to another. Did we just feel some presence that does not belong among us? Do 
our eyes see something in a corner of that room in which we wait for we 


know not what? 


Just a little doubt slipped into the mind, a little trickle of suspicion in the 
bloodstream, and all those eyes of ours, one by one, open up to the world and 
see its horror. Then: no belief or body of laws will guard you; no friend, no 
counselor, no appointed personage will save you; no locked door will protect 
you; no private office will hide you. Not even the solar brilliance of a summer 
day will harbor you from horror. For horror eats the light and digests it into 


darkness. 


On Morbidity 


Isolation, mental strain, emotional exertions, visionary infatuations, well- 
executed fevers, repudiations of well-being: only a few of the many exercises 
practiced by that specimen we shall call the “morbid man.” And our subject of 
supernatural horror is a vital part of his program. Retreating from a world of 
health and sanity, or at least one that daily invests in such commodities, the 
morbid man seeks the shadows behind the scenes of life. He backs himself into 
a corner alive with cool drafts and fragrant with centuries of must. It is in 
that corner that he builds a world of ruins out of the battered stones of his 
imagination, a rancid world rife with things smelling of the crypt. 

But this world is not all a romantic sanctum for the dark in spirit. So let 
us condemn it for a moment, this deep-end of dejection. Though there is no 
name for what might be called the morbid man’s “sin,” it still seems in 
violation of some deeply ingrained morality. The morbid man does not appear 
to be doing himself or others any good. And while we all know that 
melancholic moping and lugubrious ruminating are quite palatable as side 
dishes of existence, he has turned them into a house specialty! Ultimately, 
however, he may meet this charge of wrongdoing with a simple “What of it?” 

Now, such a response assumes morbidity to be a certain class of vice, one 
to be pursued without apology, and one whose advantages and disadvantages 
must be enjoyed or endured outside the law. But as a sower of vice, if only in 


his own soul, the morbid man incurs the following censure: that he is a 


symptom or a cause of decay within both individual and collective spheres of 
being. And decay, like every other process of becoming, hurts everybody. 
“Good!” shouts the morbid man. “No good!” counters the crowd. Both 
positions betray dubious origins: one in resentment, the other in fear. And 
when the moral debate on this issue eventually reaches an impasse or becomes 
too tangled for truth, then psychological polemics can begin. Later on we will 
find other angles from which this problem may be attacked, enough to keep us 
occupied for the rest of our lives. 

Meanwhile, the morbid man keeps putting his time on earth to no good 
use, until in the end—amidst mad winds, wan moonlight, and pasty specters 


—he uses his exactly like everyone else uses theirs: all up. 


Pessimism and Supernatural Horror—Lecture One 


Madness, chaos, bone-deep mayhem, devastation of innumerable souls—while 
we scream and perish, History licks a finger and turns the page. Fiction, 
unable to compete with the world for vividness of pain and lasting effects of 
fear, compensates in its own way. How? By inventing more bizarre means to 
outrageous ends. Among these means, of course, is the supernatural. In 
transforming natural ordeals into supernatural ones, we find the strength to 
afhrm and deny their horror simultaneously, to savor and suffer them at the 
same time. 

So it is that supernatural horror is the product of a profoundly divided 
species of being. It is not the pastime of even our closest relations in the 
wholly natural world: we gained it, as part of our gloomy inheritance, when 
we became what we are. Once awareness of the human predicament was 
achieved, we immediately took off in two directions, splitting ourselves down 
the middle. One half became dedicated to apologetics, even celebration, of our 
new toy of consciousness. The other half condemned and occasionally 
launched direct assaults on this “gift.” 


Supernatural horror was one of the ways we found that would allow us 


to live with our double selves. By its employ, we discovered how to take all 
the things that victimize us in our natural lives and turn them into the very 
stuff of demonic delight in our fantasy lives. In story and song, we could 
entertain ourselves with the worst we could think of, overwriting real pains 
with ones that were unreal and harmless to our species. We can also do this 
trick without trespassing onto the property of supernatural horror, but then 
we risk running into miseries that are too close to home. While horror may 
make us squirm or quake, it will not make us cry at the pity of things. The 
vampire may symbolize our horror of both life and death, but none of us has 
ever been uprooted by a symbol. The zombie may conceptualize our sickness 
of the flesh and its appetites, but no one has ever been sickened to death by a 
concept. By means of supernatural horror we may pull our own strings of fate 
without collapsing—natural-born puppets whose lips are painted with our 


own blood. 


Pessimism and Supernatural Horror—Lecture Two 


Dead bodies that walk in the night, living bodies suddenly possessed by new 
owners and deadly aspirations, bodies without sensible form, and a body of 
unnatural laws in accordance with which tortures and executions are meted 
out—some examples of the logic of supernatural horror. It is a logic founded 
on fear, a logic whose sole principle states: “Existence equals nightmare.” 
Unless life is a dream, nothing makes sense. For as a reality, it is a rank failure. 
A few more examples: a trusting soul catches the night in a bad mood and 
must pay a dreadful price; another opens the wrong door, sees something he 
should not have, and suffers the consequences; still another walks down an 
unfamiliar street...and is lost forever. 

That we all deserve punishment by horror is as mystifying as it is 
undeniable. To be an accomplice, however involuntarily, in a reasonless non- 
reality is cause enough for the harshest sentencing. But we have been trained 


so well to accept the “order” of an unreal world that we do not rebel against 


it. How could we? Where pain and pleasure form a corrupt alliance against 
us, paradise and hell are merely different divisions in the same monstrous 
bureaucracy. And between these two poles exists everything we know or can 
ever know. It is not even possible to imagine a utopia, earthly or otherwise, 
that can stand up under the mildest criticism. But one must take into account 
the shocking fact that we live on a world that spins. After considering this 
truth, nothing should come as a surprise. 

Still, on rare occasions we do overcome hopelessness or velleity and make 
mutinous demands to live in a real world, one that is at least episodically 
ordered to our advantage. But perhaps it is only a demon of some kind that 
moves us to such idle insubordination, the more so to aggravate our condition 
in the unreal. After all, is it not wondrous that we are allowed to be both 
witnesses and victims of the sepulchral pomp of wasting tissue? And one 
thing we know is real: horror. It is so real, in fact, that we cannot be sure it 
could not exist without us. Yes, it needs our imaginations and our 
consciousness, but it does not ask or require our consent to use them. Indeed, 
horror operates with complete autonomy. Generating ontological havoc, it is 
mephitic foam upon which our lives merely float. And, all said, we must face 


up to it: horror is more real than we are. 


Sardonic Harmony 


Compassion for human hurt, a humble sense of our impermanence, an 
absolute valuation of justice—all of our so-called virtues only trouble us and 
serve to bolster, not assuage, horror. In addition, these qualities are our least 
vital, the least in line with life. More often than not, they stand in the way of 
one’s rise in the welter of this world, which found its pace long ago and has 
not deviated from it since. The putative affirmations of life—each of them 
based on the propaganda of Tomorrow: reproduction, revolution in its widest 
sense, piety in any form you can name—are only affirmations of our desires. 


And, in fact, these affirmations affirm nothing but our penchant for self- 


torment, our mania to preserve a demented innocence in the face of gruesome 
facts. 

By means of supernatural horror we may evade, if momentarily, the 
horrific reprisals of affirmation. Every one of us, having been stolen from 
nonexistence, opens his eyes on the world and looks down the road at a few 
convulsions and a final obliteration. What a weird scenario. So why affirm 
anything, why make a pathetic virtue of a terrible necessity? We are destined 
to a fool’s fate that deserves to be mocked. And since there is no one else 
around to do the mocking, we will take on the job. So let us indulge in cruel 
pleasures against ourselves and our pretensions, let us delight in the Cosmic 
Macabre. At least we may send up a few bitter laughs into the cobwebbed 
corners of this crusty old universe. 

Supernatural horror, in all its eerie constructions, enables a reader to 
taste treats inconsistent with his personal welfare. Admittedly, this is not a 
practice likely to find universal favor. True macabrists are as rare as poets and 
form a secret society by the bad-standing of their memberships elsewhere, 
some of their outside affiliations having been cancelled as early as birth. But 
those who have gotten a good whiff of other worlds and sampled a cuisine 
marginal to stable existence will not be able to stay themselves from the 
uncanny feast of horrors that has been laid out for them. They will loiter in 
moonlight, eyeing the entranceways to cemeteries, waiting for some 
propitious moment to crash the gates and see what is inside. 

Once and for all, let us speak the paradox aloud: “We have been force- 
fed for so long the shudders of a thousand graveyards that at last, seeking a 
macabre redemption, a salvation by horror, we willingly consume the terrors 


of the tomb...and find them to our liking.” 


DREAMS 


for the 


Dead 


Dr. Locrian’s Asylum 


Years passed and no one in our town, no one I could name, allotted a single 
word to that great ruin which marred the evenness of the horizon. Nor was 
mention made of the gated patch of ground closer to the town’s edge. Even in 
days more remote, few things were said about these sites. Perhaps someone 
would propose tearing down the old asylum and razing the burial ground 
where no inmate had been interred for a generation or more; and perhaps a 
few others, swept along by the moment, would nod their heart’s assent. But 
the resolution always remained poorly formed, very soon losing its shape 
entirely, its impetus dying a gentle death in the gentle old streets of our town. 

Then how can I explain that sudden turn of events, that overnight 
conversion which set our steps toward that hulking and decayed structure, 
trampling its burial ground along the way? In answer, I put forward the 
existence of a secret movement, one conducted in the souls of the town’s 
citizens, and in their dreams. Conceived thus, the mysterious conversion loses 
some of its mystery. One need only accept that we were all haunted by the 
same revenant, that certain images began to establish themselves deep within 
each of us and became part of our hidden lives. Finally, we resolved that we 
could no longer live as we had been. 

When the idea of taking action first arose, the residents of the humble 
west end of town were the most zealous and impatient. For it was they who 
had suffered the severest unease, living as they did in close view of the wild 


plots and crooked headstones of that crowded strip of earth where mad minds 


had come to be shut away for eternity. But all of us were equally burdened by 
the asylum itself, which seemed to be visible from every corner of town— 
from the high rooms of the old hotel, from the quiet rooms of our houses, 
from streets obscured by morning mist or twilight haze, and from my own 
shop whenever I looked out its front window. To make things worse, the 
setting sun would each day slip out of sight behind the asylum, thus 
committing our town to a premature darkness in the long shadow of that 
massive edifice. 

Yet more disturbing than our view of the asylum was the idiotic gaze 
that it seemed to cast back at us. Throughout the years, some persons actually 
claimed to have seen mad-eyed and immobile figures staring out from the 
asylum’s windows on nights when the moon shone with unusual brightness 
and the sky appeared to contain more than its usual share of stars. Though 
few people spoke of such experiences, almost everyone had seen other sights 
at the asylum that no one could deny. And what strange things were brought 
to mind because of them; all over town vague scenes were inwardly 
envisioned. 

As children, most of us had paid a visit at some time to that forbidden 
place, and later we carried with us memories of our somber adventures. Over 
time we came to compare what we experienced, compiling this knowledge of 
the asylum until it became unseemly to augment it further. 

By all accounts that old institution was a chamber of horrors, if not in its 
entirety then at least in certain isolated corners. It was not simply that a 
particular room attracted notice for its atmosphere of desolation: gray walls 
pocked like sponges, the floor filthied by the years entering freely through 
broken windows, and a shallow bed sunken after supporting so many nights 
of futile tears and screaming. There was something more. 

Perhaps one of the walls to such a room would have built into it a sliding 
panel that could be opened only from the other side. And next to that room 
would be another room that was unfurnished and seemed never to have been 
occupied. But leaning against one wall of this other room, directly below the 


sliding panel, would be some long wooden sticks; and mounted at the ends of 


these sticks would be horrible little puppets. 

Another room might be completely bare, yet its walls would be covered 
with pale fragments of weird funereal scenes. By removing some loose 
floorboards at the center of the room, one would discover several feet of earth 
piled upon an old, empty coffin. 

Then there was a very special room—a room I had visited myself—that 
was located on the uppermost floor of the asylum. In the ceiling of that room 
was a great skylight. And positioned under that opening upon the heavens, 
fixed securely in place, there stood a long table with thick straps hanging from 
its sides. 

Other rooms of a strange type have been struck from my memory, 
though I know they existed and may have dreamed of them. But none of these 
was singled out for comment during the actual dismantling of the asylum, 
when most of us were busy heaving the debris of decades through great 
breaches we had made in the building’s outer walls, while some distance away 
the rest of the town witnessed the wrecking in a state of watchful silence. 
Among this group was Mr. Harkness Locrian, a thin and large-eyed old 
gentleman whose silence was not like that of the others. 

Perhaps we expected Mr. Locrian to voice opposition to our project, but 
he did not do so. Though no one to my knowledge suspected him of 
preserving any morbid sentiment for the old asylum, it was difficult to forget 
that his grandfather had been the director of the Shire County Sanitarium 
during its declining years and that his father had closed down the place under 
circumstances that remained an obscure episode in the town’s history. If we 
spoke very little about the asylum and its burial ground, Mr. Locrian spoke of 
them not at all. This reticence, no doubt, served only to strengthen in our 
minds the intangible bond which seemed to exist between him and the awful 
ruin that sealed the horizon. Even I, who knew the old man better than 
anyone else in the town, regarded him with a degree of circumspection. 
Outwardly, of course, I was courteous to him, even friendly; he was, after all, 
the oldest and most reliable patron of my business. And not long after the 


demolition of the asylum was concluded, and the last of its former residents’ 


remains had been exhumed and hastily cremated, Mr. Locrian paid me a visit. 

At the very moment he entered the shop, I was examining some volumes 
of curiosa which had just arrived for him by special order. But even if I had 
grown jaded to such coincidences following years of dealing in books, which 
have a quality about them that seems to breed events of this nature, there 
was something unpleasant about this particular freak of timing. 

“Afternoon,” I said. “You know, I was just looking over—” 

“So I see.” 

Mr. Locrian approached the counter where tiers of books left very little 
open space. As he glanced at these new arrivals—hardly interested, it seemed 
—he slowly unbuttoned his overcoat, a bulky thing which made his head 
appear somewhat small for his body. How easily I can envision him on that 
day. And even now his voice sounds clear in my memory, a voice that was far 
too quiet for the old man’s harshly brilliant eyes. After a few moments he 
turned and casually began to wander about the shop, as if seeking out others 
who might be secluded among its stacks. He rounded a corner and 
momentarily left my view. “So at last it’s done,” he said. “Something of a feat, 
I would say. A deed worthy of record.” 

“I suppose it is,” I replied, watching as Mr. Locrian traversed the rear 
aisle of the shop, appearing and disappearing as he passed by several rows of 
shelves. 

“Without doubt it is,” he said, proceeding straight down the aisle in 
front of me. Finally reaching the counter behind which I stood, he placed his 
hands upon it, leaned forward, and said: “But what has been achieved, what 
has really changed?” 

The tone of voice in which he posed this question was both sardonic and 
morose, carrying undesirable connotations that echoed in all the remote places 
where truth had been shut up and abandoned like a howling imbecile. 
Nonetheless, I held to the lie. 

“If you mean that there’s very little difference now, I would have to 
agree. Only the removal of an eyesore. That was all we intended to do. 
Simply that.” 


Then I tried to draw his attention to the books that had arrived for him 
that day. But I was coldly interrupted when he said: “We must be walking 
different streets, Mr. Crane, and seeing quite different faces, hearing different 
voices in this town.” He paused, as if waiting for me to contradict him. His 
face took on a sly look. “Tell me, Mr. Crane, did you ever hear those stories 
about the sanitarium? What some people saw in its windows? Perhaps you 
yourself were one of them.” 

I said nothing, which he might have accepted as a confirmation that I 
was one of those people. He continued: 

“And isn’t there now the same sense of consternation, here in this town, 
as those stories inspired in anyone who heard them? Can you admit that the 
days and nights are much worse now than they were before? Of course, you 
may tell me that it’s just the moodiness of the season, the chill, the dour 
afternoons you observe through your shop window. On my way here, I 
actually heard some people saying such things. They also said other things 
which they didn’t think I could hear. Somehow everyone seems to know 
about these books of mine, Mr. Crane.” 

He did not look at me while delivering this last remark, but began to 
pace slowly between one end of the counter and the other. 

“Tm sorry, Mr. Locrian, if you feel that I’ve violated some trust. I never 
imagined it would mean anything.” 

He paused in his pacing and now gazed at me with an expression of 
almost paternal forgiveness. 

“Of course,” he said. “But things are now very different, will you allow 
that?” 

“Yes,” I finally conceded. 

“But no one is exactly sure in what way things are different.” 

“No,” I agreed. 

“Did you know that my grandfather, Doctor Harkness Locrian, was 
buried in that cemetery you ravaged?” 

Feeling a sudden surprise and embarrassment, I replied: “I’m sure if you 


had said something.” But he ignored my words as if I had said nothing at all, 


or at least nothing that would deter him from imposing his confidences on me. 

“Is this safe to sit in?” he asked, pointing to an old chair by the front 
window. And beyond the window, unobstructed, the pale autumn sun was 
sinking down. 

“Yes, help yourself,” I said, noticing some passersby who had noticed 
Mr. Locrian and looked oddly at him. 

“My grandfather,” Mr. Locrian continued, “felt at home with his 
lunatics. You may be startled to hear such a thing. Though the house that is 
now mine was once his, he did not spend any time there, not even to sleep. It 
was only after they closed down the sanitarium that he actually became a 
resident of his own home, which by then had become the residence where I 
lived with my parents, who now had charge of the old man. 

“My grandfather passed his final years in a small upstairs room 
overlooking the outskirts of town, and I recall seeing him day after day gazing 
through his window at the sanitarium.” 

“T had no idea,” I interjected. “That seems rather—” 

“Please, before you are led to think that his was merely a sentimental 
attachment, however perverse, let me say that it was no such thing. His 
feelings with respect to the sanitarium were in fact quite incredible by reason 
of the manner in which he had used his authority at that place. I found out 
about this when I was still very young, but not so young that I could not 
understand the profound conflict that existed between my father and 
grandfather. I disregarded my parents’ admonitions that I not spend too much 
time with the old man, succumbing to the mystery of his presence. And one 
afternoon he revealed himself. 

“He was gazing through the window and never once turned to face me. 
But after we had sat in silence for some time, he started to whisper 
something. “They questioned,’ he said. “They accused. They complained that 
no one in that place ever became well.” Then he smiled and began to 
elaborate. “What things had they seen, he hissed, ‘to give them such... 
wisdom? They did not look into the faces,’ no, he did not say ‘faces’ but ‘eyes.’ 
Yes, he said, *...did not look into the eyes of those beings, the eyes that 


reflected the lifeless beauty of the silent, staring universe itself’ 

“Those were his words. And then he talked about the voices of the 
patients under his care. He whispered, and I quote, that ‘the wonderful music 
of those voices spoke the supreme delirium of the planets as they go round 
and round like bright puppets dancing in the blackness.’ In the wandering 
words of those lunatics, he told me, the ancient mysteries were restored. 

“Like all true mysteriarchs,” Mr. Locrian went on, “my grandfather 
aspired to a knowledge that was unspoken and unspeakable. And every 
volume of the strange library he left to his heirs attests to this aspiration. As 
you know, I have added to this collection in my own way, as did my father. 
But our reasons were not those of the old doctor. At his sanitarium, Dr. 
Locrian had done something very strange, something that perhaps only he 
possessed both the knowledge and the impulse to do. It was not until many 
years later that my father attempted to explain everything to me, as I now am 
attempting to explain it to you. 

“I have said that my grandfather was and always had been a 
mysteriarch, never a philanthropist of the mind, not a restorer of wounded 
psyches. In no way did he take a therapeutic approach with the inmates at the 
sanitarium. He did not view them as souls that were possessed, either by 
demons or by their own painful histories, but as beings who held a strange 
alliance with other orders of existence, who contained within themselves a 
particle of something eternal, a golden speck of magic which he thought might 
be enlarged. Thus, his ambition led him not to relieve his patients’ madness, 
but to exasperate it—to let it breathe with a life of its own. And this he did 
in certain ways that wholly eradicated what human attributes remained in 
these people. But sometimes that peculiar magic he saw in their eyes would 
seem to fade, and then he would institute his ‘proper treatment,’ which 
consisted of putting them through a battery of hellish ordeals intended to 
loosen their attachment to the world of humanity and to project them further 
into the realm of the ‘silent, staring universe’ where the insanity of the infinite 
might work a rather paradoxical cure. The result was something as pathetic as 


a puppet and as exalted as the stars, something at once dead and never dying, 


a thing utterly without destiny and thus imperishable, forever consigned to 
that abysmal vacuity which is the essence of all that is immortal. And 
somehow, in his last days, my grandfather used this same procedure on 
himself, reaching into spaces beyond death. 

“I know this to be true, because one night late into my childhood, I 
awoke and witnessed the proof. Leaving my bed, I walked down the hallway 
toward the closed door of my grandfather’s room. Stopping in front of that 
door, I turned its cold handle and peeked timidly into the room, where I saw 
my grandfather sitting before the window in the moonlight. My curiosity 
must have overcome my horror, for I actually spoke to this specter. “What are 
you doing here, Grandfather?’ I asked. And without turning away from the 
window, he replied: ‘We are doing just what you see.’ Of course, what I saw 
was an old man who belonged in his grave, but who was now staring out his 
window across to the windows of the sanitarium, where others who were not 
human stared back. 

“When I fearfully alerted my parents to what I had seen, I was stunned 
that my father responded not with disbelief but with anger. I had disobeyed 
his warnings about my grandfather’s room. Then he revealed the truth just as 
I now reveal it to you, and year after year he reiterated and expanded upon 
this enigmatic learning: why that room must always be kept shut and why the 
sanitarium must never be disturbed. You may not be aware that an earlier 
effort to destroy the sanitarium was aborted through my father’s intervention. 
He was far more attached than I could ever be to this town, which ceased to 
have a future long ago. How long has it been since a new building was erected 
here? This place would have crumbled in time. The natural course of things 
would have dismantled it, just as the asylum would have disappeared had it 
been left alone. But when all of you rose up and marched toward the old ruin, 
I felt no impulse to interfere. You have brought it on yourselves,” he 
complacently ended. 

“And what is it we have done?” I asked in a cold voice, now suppressing 
a mysterious outrage. 


“You are only trying to preserve what remains of your mind’s peace. You 


know that something is very wrong in this town, that you should never have 
done what you did. But still you cannot draw any conclusion from what I 
have told you.” 

“With all respect, Mr. Locrian, how can you expect me to believe what 
you've told me?” 

He laughed weakly. “Actually, I don’t. But in time you will come to 
know. And then I will tell you more things, things you will not be able to 
keep yourself from believing.” 

As he pushed himself up from the chair by the window, I asked: “Why 
tell me anything? Why did you come here today?” 

“Why? Because I thought that perhaps my books might have arrived, let 
me just take them like that. And also because everything is finished now. The 
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others,” he shrugged, “...hopeless. You are the only one who could 
understand. Not now, but in time.” 

And now I do understand what the old man told me as I never could on 
that autumn day some forty years ago. 

It was toward the end of that same sullen day, in the course of a bleak 
twilight, that they began to appear. Like figures quietly emerging from the 
depths of memory, they struggled in the shadows and slowly became visible. 
But even if the transition had been subtle, insidiously graduated, it did not 
long go unnoticed. By nightfall they were distractingly conspicuous 
throughout the town, always framed in some high window of the structures 
they occupied: the living quarters above the shops in the heart of the town, 
the highest story of the old hotel, the empty towers of civic buildings, the 
lofty turrets and grand gables of the most distinguished houses, and the attics 
of the humblest homes. 

Their forms were as softly lustrous as the autumn constellations in the 
black sky above, their faces glowing with the same fixed expression of placid 
vacuity. And the habiliments of these apparitions were grotesquely suited to 
their surroundings. Buried many years before in antiquated clothes of a formal 
cut, they seemed to belong to the dying town in a manner its living members 


could not emulate. For the streets of the town now lost what life was left in 


them and became the dark corridors of a museum where these waxen 
nightmares had been put on exhibition. 

In daylight, when viewed at street level, the figures in the windows took 
on a dull wooden appearance. Somehow that was less maddening. It was then 
that some of us ventured into those high rooms. But nothing was ever found 
on the other side of what were now their windows—nothing save a 
tenantless room which no light would illuminate and which sooner or later 
drove us away in seizures of uncanny dread. By night, when it seemed we 
could hear them erratically tapping on the floors above us, their presence in 
our homes drove us out into the streets. Day and night we became sleepless 
vagrants, strangers in our own town. As I remember, we eventually ceased to 
recognize one another. But one name, one face was still known to all—that of 
Mr. Harkness Locrian, whose gaze haunted every one of us. 

It was undoubtedly in his house that the fire began which consumed 
every corner of the town. There were attempts made to oppose its path, but 
they were half-hearted and soon abandoned. For the most part we stood in 
silence, vacantly staring as the flames burned their way up to the high 
windows where spectral figures posed like portraits in their frames. 

Ultimately these demons were exorcised, their windows left empty. But 
only after the town had been annulled by the holocaust. 

Nothing more than charred wreckage remained. Afterward it got 
around that one of our citizens perished in the conflagration, though none of 
us inquired into the exact circumstances under which old Mr. Locrian met his 
fiery death. 

No effort was made by anyone to recover the town we had lost. When 
the first snow fell that year, it fell upon unclaimed ruins. But now, after the 
passing of so many years, it is not the ashen rubble of that town which haunts 
each of my hours; it is that one great ruin in whose shadow my mind has been 
interned. 

And if they have kept me in this room because I speak to a charred face 
that appears at my window, then let them protect this same room from 


violations after I am gone. For Mr. Locrian has been true to his promise; he 


has told me of certain things when I was ready to hear them. And he has 
other things to tell me, secrets surpassing all insanity. Commending me to an 
absolute cure, he will have immured another soul within the black and 
boundless walls of that eternal asylum where stars dance forever like bright 


puppets in the silent, staring void. 


The Sect of the Idiot 


The primal chaos, Lord of All...the blind idiot god—Azathoth. 
—NECRONOMICON 


The extraordinary is a province of the solitary soul. Lost the very moment the 
crowd comes into view, it remains within the great hollows of dreams, an 
infinitely secluded place that prepares itself for your arrival, and for mine. 
Extraordinary joy, extraordinary pain—the fearful poles of a world that both 
menaces and surpasses this one. It is a miraculous hell towards which one 
unknowingly wanders. And its gate, in my case, was an old town whose 
allegiance to the unreal inspired my soul with a holy madness long before my 
body had come to dwell in that incomparable place. 

Soon after arriving in the town—whose identity, along with my own, it 
is best not to bring to light—I was settled in a high room overlooking the 
ideal of my dreams through diamond panes. How many times had I already 
lingered in mind before these windows and roamed in reverie the streets I 
now gazed upon below. 

I discovered an infinite stillness on foggy mornings, miracles of silence on 
indolent afternoons, and the strangely flickering tableau of neverending nights. 
A sense of serene enclosure was conveyed by every aspect of the old town. 
There were balconies, railed porches, and jutting upper stories of shops and 


houses that created intermittent arcades over sidewalks. Colossal roofs 


overhung entire streets and transformed them into the corridors of a single 
structure containing an uncanny multitude of rooms. And these fantastic 
crowns were echoed below by lesser roofs that drooped above windows like 
half-closed eyelids and turned each narrow doorway into a magician’s cabinet 
harboring deceptive depths of shadow. 

It is difficult to explain, then, how the old town also conveyed an 
impression of endlessness, of proliferating unseen dimensions, at the same time 
that it served as the very image of a claustrophobe’s nightmare. Even the 
nights above the great roofs of the town seemed merely the uppermost level 
of an earthbound estate, at most an old attic in which the stars were useless 
heirlooms and the moon a dusty trunk of dreams. And this paradox was 
precisely the source of the town’s enchantment. I imagined the heavens 
themselves as part of an essentially interior decor. By day: heaps of clouds like 
dust balls floated across the empty rooms of the sky. By night: a fluorescent 
map of the cosmos was painted upon a great black ceiling. How I ached to live 
forever in this province of medieval autumns and mute winters, serving out 
my sentence of life among all the visible and invisible wonders I had only 
dreamed about from so far away. 

But no existence, however visionary, is without its trials and traps. 

After only a few days in the old town, I had been made acutely sensitive 
by the solitude of the place and by the solitary manner of my life. Late one 
afternoon I was relaxing in a chair beside those kaleidoscopic windows when 
there was a knock at the door. It was only the faintest of knocks, but so 
unanticipated was this elementary event, and so developed was my sensitivity, 
that it seemed like some unwonted upheaval of atmospheric forces, a kind of 
cataclysm of empty space, an earthquake in the invisible. Hesitantly I walked 
across the room and stood before the door, which was only a simple brown 
slab without molding around its frame. I opened it. 

“Oh,” said the little man waiting in the hallway outside. He had neatly 
groomed silver hair and strikingly clear eyes. “This is embarrassing. I must 
have been given the wrong address. The hand- writing on this note is such 


chaos.” He looked at the crumpled piece of paper in his hand. “Ha! Never 


mind, I'll go back and check.” 

However, the man did not immediately leave the scene of his 
embarrassment; instead, he pushed himself upwards on the points of his tiny 
shoes and stared over my shoulder into my room. His entire body, compact as 
it was in stature, seemed to be in a state of concentrated excitement. Finally 
he said, “Beautiful view from your room,” and he smiled a very tight little 
smile. 

“Yes, it is,” I replied, glancing back into the room and not really knowing 
what to think. When I turned around the man was gone. 

For a few startled moments I did not move. Then I stepped into the 
hallway and gazed up and down its dim length. It was not very wide, nor did 
it extend a great distance before turning a windowless corner. All the doors to 
the other rooms were closed, and not the slightest noise emerged from any of 
them. At last I heard what sounded like footsteps descending flights of stairs 
on the floors below, faintly echoing through the silence, speaking the quiet 
language of old rooming houses. I felt relieved and returned to my room. 

The rest of the day was uneventful, though somewhat colored by a 
whole spectrum of imaginings. And that night I experienced a very strange 
dream, the culmination, it seemed, of both my lifetime of dreaming and of my 
dreamlike sojourn in the old town. Certainly my view of the town was 
thereafter dramatically transformed. And yet, despite the nature of the 
dream, this change was not immediately for the worse. 

In the dream I occupied a small dark room, a high room whose windows 
looked out on a maze of streets which unraveled beneath an abyss of stars. 
But though the stars were spread across a great reaching blackness, the streets 
below were bathed in a stale gray dimness which suggested neither night nor 
day nor any natural phase between them. Gazing out the window, I was sure 
that cryptic proceedings were taking place in sequestered corners of this scene, 
vague observances that were at odds with accepted reality. I also felt there 
was special cause for me to fret over certain things that were happening in 
one of the other high rooms of the town, a particular room whose location 


was nevertheless outside my cognizance. Something told me that what was 


taking place there was specifically devised to affect my existence in a profound 
manner. At the same time I did not feel myself to be of any consequence in 
this or any other universe. I was nothing more than an unseen speck lost in 
the convolutions of strange schemes. And it was this very remoteness from 
the designs of my dream universe, this feeling of fantastic homelessness amid 
an alien order of being, that was the source of anxieties I had never before 
experienced. I was no more than an irrelevant parcel of living tissue caught in 
a place I should not be, threatened with being snared in some great dredging 
net of doom, an incidental shred of flesh pulled out of its element of light and 
into an icy blackness. In the dream nothing supported my existence, which I 
felt at any moment might be horribly altered or simply ended. In the most far- 
reaching import of the phrase, my life was of no matter. 

But still I could not keep my attention from straying into that other 
room, sensing what elaborate plots were evolving there and what they might 
mean for my existence. I thought I could see indistinct figures occupying that 
spacious chamber, a place furnished with only a few chairs of odd design and 
commanding a dizzying view of the starry blackness. The great round moon of 
the dream created sufficient illumination for the night’s purposes, painting the 
walls of the mysterious room a deep aquatic blue; the stars, unneeded and 
ornamental, presided as lesser lamps over this gathering and its nocturnal 
offices. 

As I observed this scene—though not “bodily” present, as is the way 
with dreams—it became my conviction that certain rooms offered a 
marvelous solitude for such functions or festivities. Their atmosphere, that 
intangible quality which exists apart from its composing elements of shape and 
shade, was of a dreamy cast, a state in which time and space had become 
deranged. A few moments in these rooms might count as centuries or 
millennia, and their tiniest niche might encompass a universe. Simultaneously, 
this atmosphere seemed no different from that of the old rooms, the high and 
lonely rooms, I had known in waking life, even if this room appeared to 
border on the voids of astronomy and its windows opened onto the infinite 


outside. Then I began speculating that if the room itself was not one of a 


unique species, perhaps it was the occupants that had introduced its singular 
element. 

Though each of them was completely draped in a massive cloak, the 
places in which the material of these garments pushed out and folded inwards 
as it descended to the floor, along with the unnatural contrivance of the chairs 
whereupon these creatures were situated, betrayed a peculiarity of formation 
that held me in a state of both paralyzed terror and spellbound curiosity. 
What were these beings that their robes should adumbrate such 
unaccountable configurations? With their tall, angular chairs arranged in a 
circle, they appeared to be leaning in every direction, like unsettled monoliths. 
It was as if they were assuming postures that were mysteriously symbolic, 
locking themselves in patterns hostile to mundane analysis. Above all it was 
their heads, or at least their topmost segments, that were skewed most 
radically as they inclined toward one another, nodding in ways heretical to 
terrestrial anatomy. And it was from this part of their structures that there 
came forth a soft buzzing noise which seemed to serve them as speech. 

But the dream offered another detail which possibly related to the mode 
of communication among these whispering figures who sat in stagnant 
moonlight. For projecting out of the bulky sleeves dangling at each figure’s 
side were delicate appendages that appeared to be withered, wilted claws 
bearing numerous talons that tapered off into drooping tentacles. And all of 
these stringy digits seemed to be working together with lively and unceasing 
agitation. 

At first sight of these gruesome gestures I felt myself about to awaken, 
to carry back into the world a sense of terrible enlightenment without sure 
meaning or possibility of expression in any language except the whispered 
vows of this eerie sect. But I remained longer in this dream, far longer than 
was natural. I witnessed further the fidgeting of those shriveled claws, a 
hyperactive gesticulating which seemed to communicate an intolerable 
knowledge, some ultimate disclosure concerning the order of things. Such 
movements suggested an array of repulsive analogies: the spinning legs of 


spiders, the greedy rubbing of a fly’s spindly feelers, the darting tongues of 


snakes. But my cumulative sensation in the dream was only partially involved 
with what I would call the triumph of the grotesque. This sensation—in 
keeping with the style of certain dreams—was complicated and exact, 
allowing no ambiguities or confusions to comfort the dreamer. And what was 
imparted to my witnessing mind was the vision of a world in a trance—a 
hypnotized parade of beings sleepwalking to the odious manipulations of their 
whispering masters, those hooded freaks who were themselves among the 
hypnotized. For there was a power superseding theirs, a power which they 
served and from which they merely emanated, something which was beyond 
the universal hypnosis by virtue of its very mindlessness, its awesome idiocy. 
These cloaked masters, in turn, partook in some measure of godhood, 
passively presiding as enlightened zombies over the multitudes of the 
entranced, that frenetic domain of the human. 

And it was at this place in my dream that I came to believe that there 
obtained a terrible intimacy between myself and those whispering effigies of 
chaos whose existence I dreaded for its very remoteness from mine. Had these 
beings, for some grim purpose comprehensible only to themselves, allowed me 
to intrude upon their infernal wisdom? Or was my access to such putrid 
arcana merely the outcome of some fluke in the universe of atoms, a chance 
intersection among the demonic elements of which all creation is composed? 
But the truth was notwithstanding in the face of these insanities; whether by 
calculation or accident, I was the victim of the unknown. And I succumbed to 
an ecstatic horror at this insight. 

On waking, it seemed that I had carried back with me a tiny, jewel-like 
particle of this horrific ecstasy, and, by some alchemy of association, this 


darkly crystalline substance infused its magic into my image of the old town. 


Though I formerly believed myself to be the consummate knower of the 
town’s secrets, the following day was one of unforeseen discovery. The streets 


that I looked upon that motionless morning were filled with new secrets and 


seemed to lead me to the very essence of the extraordinary. A previously 
unknown element appeared to have emerged in the composition of the town, 
one that must have been hidden within its most obscure quarters. I mean to 
say that while these quaint, archaic facades still put on all the appearance of a 
dreamlike repose, there presently existed, in my sight, evil stirrings beneath 
this surface. The town had more wonders than I knew, a cache of unwonted 
offerings stored out of sight. Yet somehow this formula of deception, of 
corruption in disguise, served to intensify the town’s most attractive aspects: a 
wealth of unsuspected sensations was now provoked by a few slanting 
rooftops, a low doorway, or a narrow backstreet. And the mist spreading 
evenly through the town early that morning was luminous with dreams. 

The whole day I wandered in a fevered exaltation throughout the old 
town, seeing it as if for the first time. I scarcely stopped a moment to rest, and 
I am sure I did not pause to eat. By late afternoon I might also have been 
suffering from a strain on my nerves, for I had spent many hours nurturing a 
rare state of mind in which the purest euphoria was invaded and enriched by 
currents of fear. Each time I rounded a streetcorner or turned my head to 
catch some beckoning sight, dark tremors were inspired by the hybrid 
spectacle I witnessed—splendid scenes broken with malign shadows, the lurid 
and the lovely forever lost in each other’s embrace. And when I passed under 
the arch of an old street and gazed up at the towering structure before me, I 
was nearly overwhelmed. 

My recognition of the place was immediate, though I had never viewed 
it from my present perspective. Suddenly it seemed I was no longer outside in 
the street and staring upwards, but was looking down from the room just 
beneath that peaked roof. It was the highest room on the street, and no 
window from any of the other houses could see into it. The building itself, 
like some of those surrounding it, seemed to be empty, perhaps abandoned. I 
assessed several ways by which I could force entry, but none of these methods 
was needed: the front door, contrary to my initial observation, was slightly 
ajar. 


The place was indeed abandoned, stripped of wall-hangings and fixtures, 


its desolate, tunnel-like hallways visible only in the sickly light that shone 
through unwashed, curtainless windows. Identical windows also appeared on 
the landing of each section of the staircase that climbed up through the 
central part of the edifice like a crooked spine. I stood in a near cataleptic awe 
of the world I had wandered into, this decayed paradise. It was a venue of 
strange atmospherics of infinite melancholy and unease, the everlasting residue 
of some cosmic misfortune. I ascended the stairs of the building with a solemn, 
mechanical intentness, stopping only when I had reached the top and found 
the door to a certain room. 

And even at the time, I asked myself: could I have entered this room 
with such unhesitant resolve if I truly expected to find something 
extraordinary within it? Was it ever my intention to confront the madness of 
the universe, or at least my own? I had to confess that though I had accepted 
the benefits of my dreams and fancies, I did not profoundly believe in them. 
At the deepest level I was their doubter, a thorough skeptic who had 
indulged a too-free imagination, and perhaps a self-made lunatic. 

To all appearances the room was unoccupied. I noted this fact without 
the disappointment born of real expectancy, but also with a strange relief. 
Then, as my eyes adjusted to the artificial twilight of the room, I saw the 
circle of chairs. 

They were as strange as I had dreamed, more closely resembling devices 
of torture than any type of practical or decorative object. Their tall backs 
were slightly bowed and covered with a coarse hide unlike anything I had 
ever beheld; their arms were like blades and each had four semicircular 
grooves cut into them that were spaced evenly across their length; and below 
were six jointed legs jutting outwards, a feature which transformed each piece 
into some crablike thing with the apparent ability to scuttle across the floor. 
If, for a stunned moment, I felt the idiotic desire to install myself in one of 
these bizarre thrones, this impulse was extinguished upon my observing that 
the seat of each chair, which at first appeared to be composed of a smooth and 
solid cube of black glass, was in fact only an open cubicle filled with a murky 


liquid which quivered strangely when I passed my hand over its surface. As I 


did this I could feel my entire arm tingle in a way which sent me stumbling 
backward to the door of that horrible room and which made me loathe every 
atom of flesh gripping the bones of that limb. 

I turned around to exit but was stopped by a figure standing in the 
doorway. Though I had previously met the man, he now seemed to be 
someone quite different, someone openly sinister rather than merely 
enigmatic. When he had disturbed me the day before, I could not have 
suspected his alliances. His manner had been idiosyncratic but very polite, and 
he had offered no reason to question his sanity. Now he appeared to be no 
more that a malignant puppet of madness. From the twisted stance he 
assumed in the doorway to the vicious and imbecilic expression that possessed 
the features of his face, he was a thing of strange degeneracy. Before I could 
back away from him, he took my trembling hand. “Thank you for coming to 
visit,” he said in a voice that was a parody of his former politeness. He pulled 
me close to him; his eyelids lowered and his mouth widely grinned, as if he 
were enjoying a pleasant breeze on a warm day. 

Then he said to me: “They want you with them on their return. They 
want their chosen ones.” 

Nothing can describe what I felt on hearing these words which could 
only have meaning in a nightmare. Their implications were a quintessence of 
hellish delirium, and at that instant all the world’s wonder suddenly turned to 
dread. I tried to free myself from the madman’s grasp, shouting at him to let 
go of my hand. “Your hand?” he shouted back at me. Then he began to repeat 
the phrase over and over, laughing as if some sardonic joke had reached a 
conclusion within the depths of his lunacy. In his foul merriment he 
weakened, and I escaped. As I rapidly descended the many stairs of the old 
building, his laughter pursued me as hollow reverberations that echoed far 
beyond the shadowy spaces of that place. 

And that freakish, echoing laughter remained with me as I wandered 
dazed in darkness, trying to flee my own thoughts and sensations. Gradually 
the terrible sounds that filled my brain subsided, but they were soon replaced 


by a new terror—the whispering of strangers whom I passed on the streets of 


the old town. And no matter how low they spoke or how quickly they 
silenced one another with embarrassed throat-clearings or reproving looks, 
their words reached my ears in fragments that I was able to reconstruct 
because of their frequent repetition. The most common terms were deformity 
and disfigurement. If I had not been so distraught I might have approached 
these persons with a semblance of civility, cleared my own throat, and said, “I 
beg your pardon, but I could not help overhearing... And what exactly did 
you mean, if I may ask, when you said...” But I discovered for myself what 
those words meant—how terrible, poor man—when I returned to my room 
and stood before the mirror on the wall, holding my head in balance with a 
supporting hand on either side. 
For only one of those hands was mine. 


The other belonged to them. 


Life is a nightmare that leaves its mark upon you in order to prove that it is, 
in fact, real. And to suffer a solitary madness seems the joy of paradise when 
compared to the extraordinary condition in which one’s own madness merely 
emulates that of the world. I have been lured away by dreams; all is nonsense 
now. 

Let me write, while I still am able, that the transformation has not 
limited itself. I now find it difficult to continue this manuscript with either 
hand. These twitching tentacles are not suited for writing in a human 
manner, and I am losing the will to push my pen across this page. While I 
have put myself at a great distance from the old town, its influence is 
undiminished. In these matters there is a terrifying freedom from the 
recognized laws of space and time. New laws of entity have come to their 
work as I look helplessly on. 

In the interest of others, I have taken precautions to conceal my identity 
and the precise location of a horror which cannot be helped. Yet I have also 


taken pains to reveal, as if with malicious intent, the existence and nature of 


those same horrors. Be that as it may, neither my motives nor my actions 
matter in the least. They are both well known to the things that whisper in 
the highest room of an old town. They know what I write and why I am 
writing it. Perhaps they are even guiding my pen by means of a hand that is 
an extension of their own. And if I ever wished to see what lay beneath those 
dark robes, I will soon be able to satisfy this curiosity with only a glance in my 
mirror. 

I must return to the old town, for now my home can be nowhere else. 
But my manner of passage to that place cannot be the same, and when I enter 
again that world of dreams it will be by way of a threshold which no human 


being has ever crossed...nor ever shall. 


The Greater Festival of Masks 


There are only a few houses in the part of town where Noss begins his 
excursion. Nonetheless, they are spaced in such a way that suggests there had 
once been a greater number of them that filled out the landscape, like a garden 
that seems sparse merely because certain growths have withered and others 
have not yet been planted to replace them. It even occurs to Noss that these 
hypothetical houses, counterfactual at present, may at some point change 
places with those which now exist, in order to bestow on the visible a well- 
earned repose within nullity. For by then they will have served their purpose 
as features that gave the town an identity. And now is just the season for so 
many things to pass into emptiness and make way for other entities and 
modes of being. Such are the declining days of the festival, when the old and 
the new, the real and the imaginary, truth and deception, all join in the 
masquerade. 

But even at this stage of the festival some have yet to take a large 
enough interest in tradition to visit one of the shops of costumes and masks. 
Until recently Noss was among this group. Finally, though, he has decided to 
visit an establishment whose shelves spill over with costumes and masks, even 
at this late stage of the festival. 

In the course of his little journey, Noss keeps watch as buildings become 
more numerous, enough to make a street, many narrow streets, a town. He 
also observes manifold indications of the festival season. These are sometimes 


baffling, sometimes blatant in nature. For instance, not a few doors have been 


left ajar, even throughout the night, as if to challenge callers or intruders to 
discover what waits within. And dim lights are left to burn in empty rooms, 
or rooms that appear empty if one does not approach their windows with an 
incautious curiosity and look inside. Less dire are those piles of filthy rags 
deposited in the middle of certain streets, shredded rags that are easily 
disturbed by the wind and twist gaily about. At every turn, it seems, Noss 
comes upon some gesture of festive abandonment: a hat, all style mangled out 
of it, has been jammed into the space where a board is missing in a high fence; 
a poster stuck to a crumbling wall has been diagonally torn in half, leaving a 
scrap of face fluttering at its edges; and into strange pathways of caprice 
revelers will go, but to have shorn themselves just anywhere, to have littered 
the shadows of doorways and alleys with wiry clippings and tumbling fluff. 
Reliquiae of the hatless, the faceless, the impetuously groomed. As Noss 
walks on, he takes only a desultory interest in the sportive occasion he is 
witnessing for the first time since he settled in this place. 

But he becomes more interested as he approaches the center of town, 
where the houses, the shops, the fences, the walls are more, much more... 
close. There seems barely enough space for a few stars to squeeze their 
bristling light between the roofs and towers above, and the outsized moon— 
not a familiar face in this neighborhood—must suffer to be seen only as a 
fuzzy anonymous glow mirrored in silvery windows. The streets are more 
tightly strung here, and a single one may have several names compressed into 
it from end to end. Some of the names may be credited less to deliberate 
planning, or even the quirks of local history, than to an apparent need for the 
superfluous. Perhaps a similar need may explain why the buildings in this 
district exhibit so many pointless embellishments: doors which are elaborately 
decorated yet will not budge in their frames; massive shutters covering blank 
walls behind them; enticing balconies, well-railed and promising in their 
views, but without any means of entrance; stairways that enter dark niches... 
and a dead end. These structural adornments are mysterious indulgences in an 
area so pressed for room that even shadows must be shared. And so must 


other things. Backyards, for example, where a few fires still burn, the last of 


the festival pyres. For in this part of town the season is still at its peak, or at 
least the signs of its termination have yet to appear. Perhaps celebrants 
hereabouts are still nudging each other provocatively, still engaging in 
preposterous escapades they would not ordinarily dare to imagine, and, in 
general, indulging themselves as if there were no tomorrow. Here the festival 
is not dead. For the delirium of this celebration does not radiate out from the 
center of things, but seeps inward from remote margins. Thus, the festival 
may have begun in an isolated hovel at the edge of town, if not in some 
forlorn residence in the woods beyond. In any case, its agitations have now 
reached the heart of this dim region where Noss is about to visit one of the 
many shops of costumes and masks. 

A steep stairway leads him to a shrunken platform of a porch, and a thin 
door puts him inside the shop whose shelves indeed spill over with costumes 
and masks. To Noss, these shelves also seem reticent in a way hard to 
pinpoint, stuffed into silence by wardrobes and faces of dreams. Warily, he 
pulls at a mask that is over-hanging a high shelf. A heap of them fall down on 
his head. Backing away from the avalanche of false faces, he looks at the 
sardonically grinning one in his hand. 

“Brilliant choice,” says the shopkeeper, who steps out from behind a 
counter at the back of the shop. “Put it on and let’s see. Yes, my gracious, this 
is excellent. You see how your entire face is well-covered, from the hairline to 
just beneath the chin and no farther. And at the sides it clings snugly. It 
doesn’t pinch, am I right?” The mask nods in agreement. “Good, that’s how it 
should be. Your ears are unobstructed—you have very nice ones, by the way 
—in case someone calls out to you while your face is concealed by the mask. It 
is comfortable, yet secure enough to stay put and not fall off in the heat of 
activity. You'll see, after a while you won’t even know you're wearing it! The 
holes for the eyes, nostrils, and mouth are perfectly placed for your features. 
No natural function is inhibited, that is a must. And it looks so good on you, 
especially up close, though I’m sure also at a distance. Go stand over there in 
the moonlight. Yes, it was made for you, what do you say? I’m sorry, what?” 


Noss walks back toward the shopkeeper and removes the mask. 


“T said all right. I suppose I'll take this one.” 

“Fine, as if there were any question about it. Now let me show you 
some of the other ones, just a few steps this way.” 

The shopkeeper pulls something down from a high shelf and places it in 
his customer’s hands. What Noss now holds is another mask, but one that 
somehow seems to be...impractical. While the first mask he chose possessed 
every virtue of conformity to its wearer’s face, this mask is neglectful of such 
advantages. Its surface is uneven, with bulges and depressions which appear 
unaccommodating at best, and possibly pain-inflicting. And it is so much 
heavier than the one he picked himself. 

“No,” says Noss, handing back the mask, “I believe the other will do.” 

The shopkeeper looks as if he is at a loss for words. He stares at Noss for 
many moments before saying: “May I ask a personal question? Have you 
lived, how shall I say this, here all your life?” 

The shopkeeper is now gesturing beyond the thick glass of the shop’s 
windows. Noss shakes his head in reply. 

“Well, then there’s no rush. Don’t make any hasty decisions. Stay around 
the shop and think it over, there’s still time. In fact, it would be a favor to me. 
I have to go out for a while, you see, and if you could keep an eye on things I 
would greatly appreciate it. You'll do it, then? Good. And don’t worry,” he 
says, taking a large hat from a peg that poked out of the wall, “I'll be back in 
no time, no time at all. If someone pays us a visit, just do what you can for 
them,” he shouts before closing the front door behind him. 

Now alone, Noss takes a closer look at the shelves stocked with the 
other kind of mask the shopkeeper had shown him. How different they were 
from what he conceived a mask should be. Every one of them shared the same 
impracticalities of shape and weight, as well as having some very oddly placed 
apertures for ventilation, and too many of them. Outlandish indeed! Noss 
gives these new masks back to the shelves from which they came, and he 
holds on tightly to the one that the shopkeeper had said was so perfect for 
him, so practical in every way. After a vaguely exploratory amble about the 


shop, Noss finds a stool behind the counter and there falls asleep. 


It seems only a few moments later that he is awakened by some sound or 
other. Collecting his wits, he gazes around looking for its source. Then the 
sound returns, a soft thudding at the rear of the shop. Hopping down from 
the stool, Noss passes through a narrow doorway, descends a brief flight of 
stairs, passes through another doorway, ascends another brief flight of stairs, 
walks down a short and very low hallway, and eventually arrives at the 
shop’s back door. It rumbles again once or twice. 

“Just do what you can for them,” Noss remembers. But he looks uneasy. 

“Why don’t you come around the front?” he shouts through the door. 
There is no reply, however, only a request. 

“Please bring out five of those masks to us. We’re just across the yard at 
the back of the shop. There’s a fence. And a fire on the other side. That’s 
where we are now. Well, can you do this or not?” 

Noss leans his head into the shadows by the wall: one side of his face is 
now in darkness while the other is indistinct, blurred by a strange glare which 
is only an impostor of true light. “Give me a moment, I'll meet you there,” he 
finally replies. “Did you hear me?” 

There is no response from the other side. Noss opens the door a little 
and peers out into the backyard of the shop. What he sees is a patch of scruffy 
ground surrounded by the tall wooden slabs of a fence. On the other side of 
the fence is a fire, though not a large one, just as the voice said. But whatever 
signs of pranksterism Noss perceives or is able to fabricate to himself, there is 
no defying the traditions of the festival, even if one can claim to have merely 
adopted this town and its seasonal practices, however rare they may be. For 
innocence and excuses are not harmonious with the spirit of this fabulously 
infrequent occasion. Compliantly, then, Noss retrieves the masks and brings 
them to the rear door of the shop. Cautiously, he steps out. 

When he reaches the far end of the yard—a much greater distance from 
the shop than it had seemed—he sees a reddish glow of fire through the 
cracks in the fence, which has a door leaning loose on its hinges and only a 
hole for a handle. Setting on the ground the masks he is carrying, Noss squats 
down and peers through the hole. On the other side of the fence is a dark 


yard exactly like the one on his side, save for the fire burning there. Gathered 
around the blaze are several figures—five, perhaps four—with hunched 
shoulders and spines curving toward the light of the flames. They are all 
wearing masks which at first seem securely fitted to their faces. But one by 
one these masks appear to loosen and slip down, as if each is losing hold upon 
its wearer. Finally, one of the figures pulls his mask off completely and tosses it 
into the fire, where it curls and shrinks into a wad of bubbling blackness. The 
others follow this action when their time comes. Relieved of their masks, the 
figures resume their shrugging stance. But the light of the fire now shines on 
four, yes four, smooth and faceless faces. 

“These are the wrong ones, you little idiot,” says someone whom he had 
not noticed standing in the shadows. And Noss can only stare dumbly as a 
hand snatches up the masks and draws them into the darkness. “We have no 


hy 


more use for these!” the voice shouts. 

Noss runs in retreat toward the shop, the five masks striking his narrow 
back and falling face-up on the ground. For he has gained a glimpse of the 
speaker in the shadows and now understands why those masks are no good to 
them now. 

Once inside the shop, Noss leans upon the counter to catch his breath. 
Then he looks up and sees that the shopkeeper has returned. 

“There were some masks I brought out to the fence. They were the 
wrong ones,” he says to the shopkeeper. 

“No trouble at all,” the other replies. “Ill see that the right ones are 
delivered. Don’t worry, there’s still time. And how about you, then?” 

“Me?” 

“And the masks, I mean.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry to have bothered you in the first place. It’s not at all 
what I thought. That is, maybe I should just—” 

“Nonsense! You can’t leave now. Give me your trust, and I'll take care 
of everything. I want you to go to a place where they know how to handle 
cases like this. You’re not the only one who is a little frightened tonight. It’s 


right around the corner, this—no, that way, and across the street. It’s a tall 


gray building, but it hasn’t been there very long so watch you don’t miss it. 
And you have to go down some stairs around the side. Now will you please 
follow my advice?” 

Noss nods obediently. 

“Good, you won’t be sorry. Now go straight there. Don’t stop for 
anyone or anything. And here, don’t forget these,” the shopkeeper reminds 
Noss, handing him a pair of masks that are not a match. “Good luck!” 

Though there doesn’t seem to be anyone or anything to stop for, Noss 
does stop once or twice and dead in his tracks, as if someone behind him has 
just called his name. Then he thoughtfully caresses his chin and smooth 
cheeks. He also touches other parts of his face, frantically, before proceeding 
toward the tall gray building. By the time he reaches the stairway at the side, 
he cannot keep his hands off himself. Finally Noss puts on one of the masks, 
this being the semblance that was sized so well for him. But somehow it no 
longer fits as it once did. It keeps slipping as he descends the stairs, which look 
worn down by countless footsteps, bowed in the middle by the tonnage of 
time. Yet Noss remembers the shopkeeper saying that this place had not been 
here very long. 

The room at the bottom, which Noss now enters, looks very old and is 
very quiet. At this late stage of the festival it is crowded with occupants who 
do nothing but sit silently in the shadows, with a face here and there 
reflecting the dull light. These faces are horribly simple, falling far short of 
countenances exhibiting familiar articulations. But gradually they are 
assuming features, though not those they once had. And the developments in 
progress, if the ear listens closely, are not entirely silent. Perhaps this is how a 
garden might sound if it could be heard growing in the dead of night. But 
here, on this night, the only sound is the soft creaking of new faces breaking 
through old flesh. And they are sprouting very nicely. With a torpid 
solemnity, Noss now removes the mask he is wearing and tosses it away. It 
falls to the floor and lies there sardonically grinning, fixed in an expression 
that, in days to come, many will find strange and wonder at. 


For the old festival has ended so that a greater festival may begin. And 


of the old time nothing will be said, because nothing will be known. But the 
masks of that departed era, forgotten in a world that has no tolerance for 
monotony, will find something to remember. And perhaps they will speak of 
those days as they loiter on the threshold of doors that do not open, or in the 


darkness at the summit of stairways leading nowhere. 


The Music of the Moon 


With considerable interest, and some disquiet, I listened while a small pale 
man named Tressor told of his remarkable experience, his mild voice barely 
breaking the quiet of a moonlit room. It seems he was one of those who could 
not rest and, as a poor substitute for unconsciousness, habitually took to the 
streets in search of what our city has to offer by way of diversion. There are 
nightspots, of course, where one may pass the hours until daybreak. But their 
entertainments soon grow stale for the perpetually sleepless, who in any event 
have no use for a crowd that is wide-awake by choice. Nevertheless, there are 
certain individuals, and Tressor was one of them, to whom our city may 
disclose its nocturnal mysteries. In the absence of dreams that preserve the 
balance of the ordinary world, who would not be on the lookout for 
beguilements to replace them? 

Indeed, there are enchantments that nearly make amends for one’s stolen 
slumber. To gaze up and glimpse some unusual shape loping across steep roofs 
with a bewildering agility might well be compensation for many nights of 
sleepless hell. Or to hear sinister whispers in one of our narrow streets, and to 
follow them through the night without ever being able to close in on them, 
yet without their ever fading in the slightest degree—this very well might 
relieve the wearing effects of an awful wakefulness. And what if these 
incidents remain inconclusive, if they are left as merely enticing episodes, 
undocumented and underdeveloped? May they not still serve their purpose? 


And how many has our city saved in this manner, staying their hands from 


the knife, the rope, or the poison vial? Yet if there is any truth to what I 
believe has happened to Tressor, he just may have become lost in an exploit of 
uncommon decisiveness. 

I should say that when Tressor told me his story, I believed it to be an 
exaggeration, an embellished version of one of his nightlong adventures. It 
seems that during one of his blank nights of insomnia, he had wandered into 
the older section of town where the activity is as unreserved as it is constant 
throughout the night. As I have previously stated, Tressor was among those 
who was not averse to whatever obscure caper our city might extend to him. 
Thus, he gave more than modest scrutiny to a character standing by the steps 
of a rotten old building, noting that this man seemed to be loitering to no 
special purpose, his hands buried in the pockets of his overcoat and his eyes 
gazing upon the passersby with a look of profound patience. The building 
outside of which he stood was itself a rather plain structure, one notable only 
for its windows, the way some faces are distinctive solely by virtue of an 
interesting pair of eyes. These windows were not the slender rectangles of 
most of the other buildings along the street, but were half-circles divided into 
several slice-shaped panes. And in the moonlight they seemed to shine in a 
particularly striking way, though possibly this was merely an effect of contrast 
to the surrounding area, where a few clean pieces of glass will inevitably draw 
attention to themselves. I cannot say for certain which may be upheld as the 
explanation. 

In any case, Tressor was passing by this building, the one with those 
windows, when the man standing by the steps shoved something at him, 
leaving it in his grasp. And as he did so, he looked straight and deep into poor 
Tressor’s eyes, which the insomniac was quick to lower and fix upon the 
object in his hand. What had been given to him was a small sheet of paper, 
and further down the street Tressor paused by a lamp post to read the thin 
lines of tiny letters. Printed in black ink on one side of a coarse, rather gummy 
grade of pulp, the handbill announced an evening’s entertainment later that 
same night at the building he had just passed. Tressor looked back at the man 


who had handed him this announcement, but he was no longer standing in his 


place. For a moment this seemed very odd, for despite his casual, even restful 
appearance of waiting for no one and for nothing, this man did seem to have 
been somehow attached to that particular spot outside the building. Now his 
sudden absence caused Tressor to feel...confused, which is to say, captivated. 

Once again Tressor scanned the page in his hand, absent- mindedly 
rubbing it between his thumb and fingers. It did have a strange texture, like 
ashes mixed with grease. Soon, however, he began to feel that he was giving 
the matter too much thought; and, as he resumed his insomniac 
peregrinations, he flung the sheet aside. But before it reached the pavement, 
the handbill was snatched out of the air by someone walking very swiftly in 
the opposite direction. Glancing back, Tressor found it difficult to tell which 
of the other pedestrians had retrieved the paper. He then continued on his 
way. 

Later that night, he returned to the building whose windows were 
shining half-circles. Entering through the front door, which was unlocked and 
unattended, he proceeded down silent, empty hallways. Along the walls were 
lamps in the form of dimly glowing spheres. Turning a corner, Tressor was 
suddenly faced with a black abyss, within which an unlighted stairway began 
to emerge as his eyes grew accustomed to the greater dark. After some 
hesitation he went up the stairs, playing a brittle music upon the old planks. 
From the first landing of the stairway he could see the soft lights above, and 
rather than turning back he ascended toward them. The second floor, 
however, much resembled the first, as did the third and all the succeeding 
floors. Reaching the heights of the building, Tressor began to roam around 
once again, even opening some of the doors. 

But most of the rooms behind these doors were dark and empty, and the 
moonlight that shone through the perfectly clear windows fell upon bare, 
dust-covered floors and unadorned walls. Tressor was about to turn around 
and head back outside when he spotted at the end of the last hallway a door 
with a faint yellow aura leaking out at its edges. He walked up to this door, 
which was slightly opened, and cautiously pushed it back. 


Peering into the room, Tressor saw the yellowish globe of light which 


hung from the ceiling. Scanning slowly down the walls, he spied small, 
shadowlike things moving in corners and along the floor molding—the 
consequences of inept housekeeping, he concluded. Then he saw something by 
the far wall which made him withdraw back into the hallway. What he had 
glimpsed were four strangely contoured figures, the tallest of which was 
nearly his height, while the smallest was half his size. Once out in the 
hallway, though, he found these images had become clearer in his mind. He 
now felt almost sure of their true nature, though I have to confess that I could 
not imagine what they might have been until he spoke the key word: “cases.” 

Venturing back into the room, Tressor stood before the closed cases 
which in all likelihood belonged to a quartet of musicians. They looked very 
old and were bound like books in some murky cloth. Tressor ran his fingers 
along this material, then before long began fingering the tarnished metal 
latches of the violin case. But he suddenly stopped when he saw a group of 
shadows rising on the wall in front of him. 

“Why have you come in here?” asked a voice which sounded both 
exhausted and malicious. 

“I saw the light,” answered Tressor without turning around, still 
crouching over the violin case. Somehow the sound of his own voice echoing 
in that empty room disturbed him more than that of his interrogator, though 
he could not at the moment say why this was. He counted four shadows on 
the wall, three of them tall and trim, and the fourth somewhat smaller but 
with an enormous, misshapen head. 

“Stand up,” ordered the same voice as before. 

Tressor stood up. 

“Turn around.” 

Tressor slowly turned around. And he was relieved to see standing 
before him three rather ordinary-looking men and a woman whose head was 
enveloped by pale, ragged clouds of hair. Moreover, among the men was the 
one who had given Tressor the handbill earlier that night. But he now seemed 
to be much taller than he had been outside in the street. 


“You handed me the paper,” Tressor reminded the man as if trying to 


revive an old friendship. And again his voice sounded queer to him as it 
reverberated in that empty room. 

The tall man looked to his companions, surveying each of the other three 
faces in turn, as though reading some silent message in their expressionless 
features. Then he removed a piece of paper from inside his coat. 

“You mean this,” he said to Tressor. 

“Yes, that’s it.” 

They all smiled gently at him, and the tall man said, “Then you’re in the 
wrong place. You should be one floor up. But the main stairway won’t take 
you to it. There’s another, smaller flight of stairs in the back hallway. You 
should be able to see it. Are your eyes good?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good as they look?” asked one of the other men. 

“I can see very well, if that’s what you mean.” 

“Yes, that’s exactly what we mean,” said the woman. 

Then the four of them stepped back to make a path for Tressor, two on 
either side of him, and he started to walk from the room. 

“There are already some people upstairs for the concert,” said the tall 
man as Tressor reached the door. “We will be up shortly—to play!” 

“Yes...yes...yes,” muttered the others as they began fumbling with the 
dark cases containing their instruments. 

“Their voices,” thought Tressor, “not my voice.” 

As Tressor later explained it to me, the voices of the musicians, unlike 
his own, made no echoes of any kind in the empty room. Undeterred by the 
implications of this sonic abnormality, Tressor went to find the stairway, 
which at first looked like an empty shaft of blackness in the corner of the back 
hall. Guided by the flimsy railing that twisted in a spiral, he reached the 
uppermost level of the old building. Here the hallways were much narrower 
than those below, tight passages lit by spherical lamps caked with dust and 
hung at irregular intervals. There were also fewer doors, each of which was 
barely more than a cutout in the wall around it and thus quite difficult to 


discern, more easily found by touch it would seem than by sight. But Tressor’s 


eyes were very good, as he claimed, and he soon found the entrance to a room 
where a number of people were already gathered, just as the musicians had 
said. 

I can imagine that it was not easy for Tressor to decide whether or not 
to go through with what he had started that night. If the inability to sleep 
sometimes leads a sufferer into strange or perilous consolations, Tressor still 
retained enough of a daylight way of thought to make a compromise. He did 
not enter the room where he saw people slumped down in seats scattered 
about, the black silhouettes of human heads visible only in the moonlight 
which poured through the pristine glass of those particular windows. Instead, 
he hid in the shadows farther down the hallway. And when the musicians 
arrived upstairs, burdened with their instruments, they filed into the moonlit 
room without suspecting Tressor’s presence outside. The door closed behind 
them with a hardly audible click. 

For a few moments there was only silence, a purer silence than Tressor 
had ever known, like the silence of a dark, lifeless world. Then sound began to 
enter the silence, but so inconspicuously that Tressor could not tell when the 
absolute silence had ended and an embellished silence had begun. Sound 
became music, slow music in the soft darkness, music somewhat muffled as it 
passed through the intervening door. At first there was only a single note 
wavering in a universe of darkness, compelling those who heard it to an 
understanding of its subtle voice. This lone note carried an abundance of 
distinct overtones, and a few beats later a second note produced the same 
effect; then another note, and another, each of them mingling to create an 
incalculable proliferation of slightly dissonant harmonies. There was now 
more music than could possibly be contained by that earlier silence, expansive 
as it may have seemed. Soon there was no space remaining for silence, or 
perhaps music and silence became confused, indistinguishable from each other, 
as colors may merge into whiteness. And at last, for Tressor, that 
interminable sequence of wakeful nights, each a mirror to the one before it 


and the one to follow, was finally broken. 


When Tressor awoke, the light of a quiet gray dawn filled the narrow 
hallway where he lay hunched between peeling walls. Recalling in a moment 
the events of the previous night, he pushed himself to his feet and began 
walking toward the room whose door was still closed. He put his ear up to 
the rough wood but heard no sounds on the other side. In his mind a memory 
of wonderful music rose up and then quickly faded. As before, the music 
sounded muffled to him, diminished in its power because he had been too 
fearful to enter the room where the music was played. But he entered it now. 

And he was bemused to see the audience still in their seats, which were 
all facing four empty chairs and four abandoned instruments of varying size. 
The musicians themselves were nowhere in sight. 

The spectators were all dressed in white hooded robes woven of some 
gauzy material, almost like ragged shrouds wrapped tightly around them. 
They were very quiet and very still, perhaps sleeping that profound sleep 
from which Tressor had just risen. But there was something about this 
congregation that filled Tressor with a strange fear, strange because he also 
sensed that they were completely helpless, and yet content to be so— 
hypnotics in ecstasy. As his eyes became sharper in the grayish twilight of the 
room, the robes worn by these paralyzed figures began to look more and more 
like bandages of some kind, a heavy white netting which bound them 
securely. “But they were not bandages, or robes, or shrouds,” Tressor finally 
told me. “They were webs, thick layers of webs which I first thought covered 
everyone’s entire body.” 

But this was only how it appeared to Tressor from his perspective 
behind the mummified audience. For as he moved along the outer edge of the 
terrible gathering, progressing toward the four empty chairs at the front of 
the room, he saw that each stringy white cocoon was woven to expose the 
face of its inhabitant. He also saw that the expressions on these faces were 
very similar. They might almost have been described as serene, Tressor told 


me, if only those faces had been whole. But none of them seemed to have any 


eyes. The crowd was faced in the same direction to witness a spectacle it 
could no longer see, gazing at nothing with bleeding sockets. All save one of 
them, as Tressor finally discovered. 

At the end of a rather chaotic row of chairs in the back of the room, one 
member of the audience stirred in his seat. As Tressor slowly approached this 
figure, with vague thoughts of rescue in his mind, he noticed that its eyelids 
were shut. Without delaying for an instant, he began tearing at the webs 
which imprisoned the victim, speaking words of hope as he worked at the 
horrible mesh. But then the closed eyelids of the bound figure popped open 
and looked around, ultimately focusing on Tressor. 

“You're the only one,” said Tressor, laboring at the webby bonds. 

“Shhhh,” said the other, “I’m waiting.” 

Tressor paused in confusion, his fingers tangled with a gruesome stuff 
which felt sticky and abrasive, intolerably strange to touch. 

“They might return,” insisted Tressor, even though he was not entirely 
sure whom he meant by “they.” 

“They will return,” answered the other’s soft but excited voice. “With 
the moon they will return with their wonderful music.” 

Appalled by this enigma, Tressor began to back away. And I suspect 
that from within a number of those hollow sockets, four of them to be exact, 
the tiny eyes of strange creatures were watching him as he fled that horrible 


room. 


Afterward Tressor visited me night after night to tell me about the music, 
until it seemed I could almost hear it myself and could tell his story as my 
own. Soon he talked only about the music, as he recalled hearing it somewhat 
dulled by a closed door. When he tried to imagine what it would be like to 
have heard the music, as he phrased it, “in the flesh,” it was obvious that he 
had forgotten the fate of those who did hear it in this way. His voice became 


more and more faint as the music grew louder and clearer in his mind. Then 


one night Tressor stopped coming to visit me. 

Now it seems I am the one who cannot sleep, especially when I see the 
moon hovering above our city—the moon all fat and pale, glaring down on us 
from within its gauzy webs of clouds. How can I rest beneath its enchanting 
gaze? And how can I keep myself from straying into a certain section of town 


as night after night I wander strange streets alone? 


The Journal of J.P. Drapeau 


Introduction 


It was late and we had been drinking. My friend, a poet who can become very 
excitable at times, looked across the table at me. Then he revived a pet 
grievance of his as though I had not heard it all before. 

“Where is the writer,” he began, “who is unstained by any habits of the 
human, who is the ideal of everything alien to living, and whose eccentricity, 
in its darkest phase, turns in on itself to form increasingly more complex 
patterns of strangeness? Where is the writer who has lived out his entire life 
in a prodigious dream that began on his day of birth, if not long before? 
Where is the writer from some molding backwater of the earth—the city of 
Bruges itself, that withered place which some dreamer has described as ‘a 
corpse of the Middle Ages that sings to itself from innumerable bell-towers 
and lays bony bridges across the black veins of its old canals.’ 

“But perhaps our writer’s home would have to be an even older, more 
decaying Bruges in some farther, more obscure Flanders...the one envisioned 
by Bruegel and by Ensor. Where is the writer who was begotten by two 
passionate masks in the course of those macabre festivities called kermesse? 
Who was abandoned to develop in his own way, left to a lonely evolution in 
shadowed streets and beside sluggish canals. Who was formed by the dreams 


around him as much as those within him, and who had satiated himself with 


recondite learning. Where is this writer, the one whose entangled 
hallucinations could be accommodated only by the most intimate of diaries? 
And this diary, this journal of the most unnecessary man who ever lived, 
would be a record of the most questionable experiences ever known, and the 
most beautiful.” 

“Of course, there is no such writer,” I replied. “But there’s always 
Drapeau. Out of anyone I could name, he most nearly meets, if I may say, 
those rather severe prerequisites of yours. Living the whole of his life in 
Bruges, keeping those notebooks of his, and he—” 

But my friend the poet only moaned in despair: 


“Drapeau, always Drapeau.” 


Excerpts from the Journal 


April 31, 139— 

I have noticed that certain experiences are left to languish in the corners 
of life, passed by like waifs on the street, as if they should be dissuaded from 
circulating too freely among legitimate persons. Since childhood, for example, 
not one day has passed in which I have failed to hear the music of graveyards. 
It sounds everywhere I go—a resonant chorus that fills the air and sometimes 
drowns out the voices of those who still live. And yet, to my knowledge, 
never has another soul on earth made mention of this ubiquitous singing, 
which vibrates even in the currents of our blood. Is the circulation of upright 
society so poor that it cannot carry these dead notes? It must be a mere 
trickle! 

December 24, 189— 

Two tiny corpses, one male and the other female, rattle around that 
enormous closet in my bedroom. Though deceased, still they are quick enough 
to hide themselves whenever I need to enter the closet to retrieve something. 


I keep various odds and ends in there, stuffed into trunks or baskets and piled 


all over the place. I can’t even see the floor or the walls any longer, and only if 
I hold a light high over my head can I study the layers of cobwebs floating 
about near the ceiling. After I close the door of the closet, its two miniature 
inhabitants resume their activities. Their voices are only faint squeaks which 
during the day hardly bother me at all. But sometimes I am kept awake far 


into the night by those interminable conversations of theirs. 


May 31, 189— 

After tossing about for most of the night, I went out for a walk. I had 
not gone far when I became spectator to a sad scene. Some yards ahead of me 
on the street, an old man was being forcibly led from a house by two other 
men who were quite large. They had him in restraints and were delivering 
him to a waiting vehicle. Laughing hysterically, the man was apparently 
destined for the asylum. As the scuffling trio reached the street, the eyes of 
the laughing man met my own. Suddenly he stopped laughing. Then, in a 
burst of resistance, he broke free of his escorts and ran right up to me. 

“Never speak out,” he said frantically, almost weeping. “Never say a 
word about the things you know. I can tell by the look in your eyes.” 

“But I am just an ordinary person” I said, seeing that his captors were 
approaching. 

“Swear!” he demanded. “Or they will have us all.” 

By then, however, his pursuers had caught up with him. As they 
dragged him off he began laughing just as before, and the peals of his laughter, 
in the early morning quiet, were soon devoured by the pealing of church bells. 
It was at that moment that I decided to heed the old man’s warning and 
disguise certain perceptions of mine in the language of whimsy. Or leave them 
out altogether from these pages on the chance that someone might find them 


while I am still alive. 


August 1, 189— 
As a child I maintained some very strange notions. For instance, I used 


to believe that during the night, while I slept, demons removed parts of my 


body and played games with them, hiding my arms and legs, rolling my head 
across the floor. Of course I abandoned this belief as soon as I entered school, 
but it was not until much later that I discovered the truth about it. After 
assimilating many facts from various sources and allowing them to mingle in 
my mind, I was prepared for the realization. It happened one night as I was 
crossing a bridge that stretched over a narrow canal. (This was in a part of 
town fairly distant from where I live.) Pausing for a moment, as I routinely do 
when crossing one of these bridges, I gazed not down into the dark waters of 
the canal, but upwards into the night sky. It was those stars, I knew that 
now. Certain of them had been promised specific parts of my body. In the 
darkest hours of the night, when one is unusually sensitive to such things, I 
could—and still can, though just barely—feel the force of these stars tugging 
away at various points, eager for the moment of my death when each of them 
might carry off that part of me which is theirs by right. Of course a child 
would misinterpret this experience. And how often I have found that every 


superstition has its basis in truth. 


October 9, 1839— 

Last night I visited one of the little theaters that operate hereabouts and 
stood at the back for a while. Onstage was a magician, his shiny black hair 
parted straight down the middle, with full prestidigitorial regalia about him: a 
long box to his left (moons and stars), a tall box to his right (oriental designs), 
and before him a low table covered with a red velvet cloth littered with 
diverse objects. The audience, a full house, cheered wildly after each trick he 
performed. At one point the magician divided the various sections of his 
assistant into separate boxes which he then proceeded to move to distant 
areas of the stage, while the dismembered hands and feet continued to wiggle 
about and the decapitated head laughed with a piercing intensity. The 
audience was at great pains to express its amusement. “Isn’t it incredible!” 
exclaimed a man standing beside me. “If you say so,” I replied, and then 
headed for the exit, realizing that for me such things only provoke my rage 


against a world that applauds trumped-up illusions while denying or 


demeaning those that create the very lives they are living. No real illusion will 
ever gain their favor, or even their attention. They would rather be bound 
inside a heavy chest wrapped with chains and thrown into the deepest 


waters. As would I. 


November 1, 189— 

From the earliest days of human life there have existed persons, almost 
all of us in fact, who hold that the visible world is only a mere mote in the 
totality of being. Everything we witness is thereby translated into an 
indicator of an unseen order of being that expresses itself by means of the 
gross materials we perceive with our senses. Hence, it may seem that a tree is 
not a tree but a signpost to another realm, a spectral thing full of strange 
suggestion; that a house is not a house but a threshold by which we may pass 
into another home, one more suited to our nameless yearnings; that an empty 
street at twilight may intimate another side of existence, one that 
complements this side of things and consoles us for its imperfections. 

But is there really another world that overshadows ours? Who can say, 
and why should we care? We might just as truly claim that worlds which 
seem resistant to our sensory detection are but parasites of the only mystery 
there is—our own lives. That we benefit by our unknowingness is not an 
uncommon idea. It is also not a welcome notion to those who would believe 
our destiny to be presided over by invisible powers. This is the suspicion we 
must never attempt to verify: that the whole of creation might best be 
pictured as an untenanted room filled with the echoes of nothingness. Why 
should this condition, this intimation of the unreal, be insufficient for our 


spiritual requirements? 


January 1, 139— 

There is a solitary truth which, whether for good or ill I don’t know, 
cannot be expressed on this earth. This is very strange, since everything— 
outward scenes as much as inward ones—suggests this truth and like some 


fantastic game of charades is always trying to coax the secret into the open. 


The eyes of certain crudely fashioned dolls are especially suggestive. And 
distant laughter. In rare moments I feel myself very close to setting it down in 
my journal, just as I would any other revelation. It would only be a few 
sentences, I’m sure. But whenever I feel them beginning to take shape in my 
mind, the page before me will not welcome my pen. Afterward I become 
fatigued with my failure and suffer headaches that may last for days. At these 
times I also tend to see odd things reflected in windows. Even after a full 
week has passed I may continue to wake up in the middle of the night, the 
semidarkness of my room faintly reverberant with a voice that cries out to me 


from nowhere. 


March 30, 190-— 

Out of sheer inattentiveness I had stared at my reflection in the mirror a 
little too deeply. I should say that this mirror has been hanging in my room 
for more years, I would guess, than I have been on this earth. It’s no surprise, 
then, that sooner or later it would get the edge on me. Up to a certain point 
there were no problems to speak of: there were only my eyes, my nose, my 
mouth, and that was that. But then it began to seem that those eyes were 
regarding me, rather than I them; that that mouth was about to speak of 
things outside of my knowledge. Finally, I realized that an entirely different 
creature was hiding behind my face, making it wholly unrecognizable to me. 
Let me say that I spent considerable time reshaping my reflection into what it 
should be. 

Later, when I was out walking, I stopped dead on the street. Ahead of 
me, standing beneath a lamp hanging from an old wall, was the outline of a 
figure of my general size and proportions. He was looking the other way but 
very stiffly and very tense, as if waiting anxiously for the precise moment 
when he would suddenly twist about-face. If that should happen, I knew 
what I would see: my eyes, my nose, my mouth, and behind those features a 
being strange beyond all description. I retraced my steps back home and went 
immediately to bed. 

But I couldn’t sleep. All night long a greenish glow radiated from the 


mirror in triumph. 


No Date 

I had just finished a book in which there is an old town strung with 
placid meandering canals. I closed the book and went over to the window. 
This is an old town, if medieval may be thought old, strung with placid 
meandering canals. The town depicted in the book is often enwrapped in mist. 
This town is often enwrapped in mist. The book’s town has close crumbling 
houses, odd arching bridges, innumerable church towers, and narrow twisting 
streets that end in queer little courtyards. So has this one, needless to say. 
And the infinitely hollow bells in that book, tolling the arrival of each 
lambent morning and sullen twilight, is the same as your sounding bells, my 
adorable little town. Thus, I pass easily between one town and the other, 
pleasantly confusing them. 

Oh my storybook town, how privileged I have been to suffer a few brief 
chapters in your sumptuous history of decay. I have studied your most 
obscure passages and found them as dark as the waters of your canals. 

My town, my storybook, myself—how long we have held on! But it 
seems we will have to make up for this endurance and each, in our turn, must 
disappear. Every brick of yours, every bone of mine, every word in our 
book...everything gone forever. Everything, perhaps, except the sound of 
those bells haunting an empty mist through an eternal twilight. 


Vastarien 


Within the blackness of his sleep a few lights began to glow like candles in a 
cloistered cell. Their illumination was unsteady and dim, issuing from no 
definite source. Nonetheless, he now discovered many shapes beneath the 
shadows: tall buildings whose rooftops nodded groundward, wide buildings 
whose facades followed the curve of a street, dark buildings whose windows 
and doorways tilted like badly hung paintings. And even if he found himself 
unable to fix his own location in this scene, he knew where his dreams had 
delivered him once more. 

Even as the warped structures multiplied in his vision, crowding the lost 
distance, he possessed a sense of intimacy with each of them, a special 
knowledge of the spaces inside them and of the streets which coiled 
themselves around their mass. Once again he knew the depths of their 
foundations, where an obscure life seemed to establish itself, a sequestered 
civilization of echoes flourishing among groaning walls. Yet upon his probing 
more extensively into such interiors, certain difficulties presented themselves: 
stairways that wandered offcourse into useless places; caged elevators that 
urged unwanted stops on their passengers; thin ladders ascending into a maze 
of shafts and conduits, the dark valves and arteries of a petrified and 
monstrous organism. 

And he knew that every corner of this corroded world was prolific with 
choices, even if they had to be made blindly in a place where clear 


consequences and a hierarchy of possibilities were lacking. For there might be 


a room whose decor exuded a desolate serenity which at first attracts the 
visitor, who then discovers certain figures enveloped in plush furniture, 
figures that do not move or speak but only stare; and, concluding that these 
weary manikins have exercised a bizarre indulgence in repose, the visitor must 
ponder the alternatives: to linger or to leave? 

Eluding the claustral enchantments of such rooms, his gaze now roamed 
the streets of this dream and scanned the altitudes beyond high sloping roofs. 
The stars seemed to be no more than silvery cinders which showered up from 
the mouths of great chimneys and clung to something dark and dense heaving 
above, a material presence that slouched and slumped, nearly lowering over 
the horizon. It appeared to him that certain high towers nearly breached this 
sagging blackness, stretching themselves nightward to attain the farthest 
possible remove from the world below. And toward the peak of one of the 
highest towers he spied vague silhouettes that moved hectically in a bright 
window, twisting and leaning upon the glass like shadow-puppets in the fever 
of some mad dispute. 

Through the mazy streets his vision slowly glided, as if carried along by a 
sluggish draft. Darkened windows reflected the beams of grotesquely 
configured streetlamps, and lighted windows betrayed strange scenes which 
were left behind long before their full mystery could overwhelm the dreaming 
traveler. Wandering into thoroughfares more remote, he soared past cluttered 
gardens and crooked gates, drifted alongside a fence of rotted palings that 
seemed to teeter into an abyss, and floated over bridges that arched above the 
purling waters of black canals. 

Near a certain streetcorner, a place of supernatural clarity and stillness, 
he saw two figures standing beneath the crystalline glaze of a lantern 
ensconced high upon a wall of carved stone. Their shadows were perfect 
columns of blackness upon the livid pavement; their faces were a pair of faded 
masks concealing profound schemes. And they appeared to have lives of their 
own, with no awareness of their dreaming observer, who wished only to live 
with these specters and know their dreams, to remain in this place that owed 


nothing to corporeal existence. 


Never, it seemed, could he be forced to abandon this domain of 


wayward wonders. Never. 


Victor Keirion awoke with a brief convulsion of his limbs, as if he had been 
chaotically scrambling to break his fall from an imaginary height. For a 
moment he held his eyes closed, hoping to preserve the dissipating euphoria of 
the dream. Finally he blinked once or twice. Moonlight through a curtainless 
window allowed him the image of his outstretched arms and his somewhat 
twisted hands. Releasing his awkward hold on the edge of the sheeted 
mattress, he rolled onto his back. Then he groped around until his fingers 
found the cord dangling from the light above the bed. A small, barely 
furnished room appeared. 

He pushed himself up and reached toward the painted metal nightstand. 
Through the spaces between his fingers he saw the pale gray binding of a 
book and some of the dark letters tooled upon its cover: V, 8, R, N. Suddenly 
he withdrew his hand without touching the book, for the magical intoxication 
of the dream had died, and he feared that he would not be able to revive it. 

Freeing himself from coarse bedcovers, he planted his feet on the cold 
floor, elbows resting on his legs and hands loosely folded. His hair and eyes 
were pale and his complexion rather grayish, suggesting the color of certain 
clouds or that of long confinement. The only window in the room was just a 
few steps away, but he kept himself from approaching it, from even glancing 
in its direction. He knew exactly what he would see at that time of night: tall 
buildings, wide buildings, dark buildings, a scattering of stars and lights, and 
some lethargic movement in the streets below. 

In so many ways the city outside the window was a semblance of that 
other place, which now seemed impossibly far off and inaccessible. But the 
likeness was evident only to his inner vision, only in the recollected images he 
formed when his eyes were closed or out of focus. It would be difficult to 


conceive of a creature for whom this world—its bare form seen with open 


eyes—represented a coveted paradise. 

Now standing before the window, his hands deep in the pockets of a 
papery bathrobe, he saw that something was missing from the view, some 
crucial property that was denied to the stars above and the streets below, 
some unearthly essence needed to save them. Though unspoken, the word 
unearthly reverberated in the room. In that place and at that hour, the 
paradoxical absence, the missing quality, became clear to him: it was the 
element of unreality, or perhaps of a reality so saturated with its own 
presence that it had made a leap into the unreal. 

Such was the secret sanctuary of Victor Keirion, a votary of that 
wretched sect of souls who believe that the only value of this world lies in its 
power—at certain times—to suggest another. Nevertheless, the place he now 
surveyed through the high window could never be anything but the most 
gauzy phantom of that other place, nothing save a shadowy mimic of the 
anatomy of that great dream. And though there were indeed times when one 
might be deceived, isolated moments when a gift for disguise triumphed, the 
impersonation could never be perfect or lasting. No true challenge to the rich 
unreality of Vastarien, where every formation suggested a thousand others, 
every sound disseminated everlasting echoes, every word founded a world. 
No horror, no joy was the equal of the abysmally vibrant sensations known in 
this place that was elsewhere, this spellbinding retreat where all experiences 
were interwoven to compose fantastic textures of feeling, a fine and dark 
tracery of limitless patterns. For everything in the unreal points to the infinite, 
and everything in Vastarien was unreal, unbounded by the strictures of 
existing. Even its most humble aspects proclaimed this truth: was there 
anything or anywhere in tedious actuality that could conjure the abundant 
and strange imaginings in the dream? 

Then, as he focused his eyes upon a distant part of the city, he recalled 
the place that had opened the door to his long-sought abode of exquisite 
disfigurations. 

Nothing of what lay within was intimated by its modest entranceway: a 


rectangle of smudged glass within another rectangle of scuffed wood, a 


battered thing lodged within a brick wall at the bottom of a stairway leading 
down from a crumbling street. And it pushed easily inward, merely a delicate 
formality between the underground shop and the outside world. Inside was 
an open room of vaguely circular shape that seemed more like the lobby of an 
old hotel than a bookstore. The circumference of the room was composed of 
crowded shelves whose separate sections were joined to one another to create 
a polygon of eleven sides, with a long desk standing where a twelfth would 
have been. Beyond the desk stood more bookshelves, their considerable length 
leading into shadows. At the furthest point from this part of the shop, Victor 
Keirion began his circuit of the shelves, which appeared so promising in their 
array of ruddy bindings, like remnants of a luxuriant autumn. 

Very soon, however, he felt betrayed as the mystique of the Librairie de 
Grimoires was stripped away to reveal, in his eyes, a sideshow of charlatanry. 
For this disillusionment he had only himself to blame. It was his own fault 
that he continually subjected himself to the discrepancy between what he 
hoped to find and what he actually found in such establishments. In truth, 
there was little basis for his belief that there existed some arcana of a different 
kind altogether from that tendered by the books before him, all of which were 
sodden with an obscene reality. The other worlds portrayed in these books 
served only as annexes of this one; they were impostors of the authentic 
unreality which was the only redemption for Victor Keirion. And it was this 
terminal point that he sought, not those guidebooks of the “way” to useless 
destinations, heavens or hells that were mere pretexts for circumnavigating 
the real and reveling in it. For he dreamed of shadowed volumes that 
preached no earthly catechisms but delineated only a tenebrous liturgy of the 
spectral and rites of salvation by way of meticulous derangement. His 
absolute: to dwell among the ruins of reality. 

And it seemed to surpass all probability that there existed no 
bibliographic representation of this dream, no elaboration of this vision in a 
delirious bible that would be the blight of all others—a scripture that would 
begin with portents of apocalypse and end with the wreck of all creation. 


He had, in fact, come upon passages in certain books that approached 


this ideal, hinting to the reader—almost admonishing him—that the pages 
before his eyes were about to offer a view from the abyss and cast a wavering 
light on desolate hallucinations. To become the wind in the dead of winter 
and howl the undoing of all that would abide in warmth and light. So might 
begin an enticing verse in a volume of esoterica. But soon the bemazed 
visionary would falter, retracting the promised flight to emaciated landscapes 
of unbeing, perhaps offering an apologetics for this lapse into the unreal. The 
work would then take up the timeworn theme, disclosing its true purpose in 
belaboring the most futile and profane of all ambitions: the dream of attaining 
some untainted good, with mystic knowledge as its drudge. The vision of a 
disastrous enlightenment was conjured up in passing and then cast aside. 
What remained was invariably a metaphysics as systematically trivial and 
debased as the world it purported to transcend, a manual outlining the path 
to some hypothetical state of pure glory. What remained lost was the 
revelation that nothing ever known has ended in glory; that all which ends 
does so in exhaustion, confusion, and debris. 

All the same, a book that contained even a deceitful gesture toward 
Victor Keirion’s truly eccentric absolute might indeed serve his purpose. 
Directing the attention of a bookseller to selected contents of such books, he 
would say: “I have an interest in a certain subject area, perhaps you will see... 
that is, I wonder, do you know of other, what should I say, sources that you 
would be able to recommend to assist me in my research, by which I mean...” 

Sometimes he was referred to another bookseller or to the owner of a 
private collection. Occasionally it happened that he had been ludicrously 
misunderstood when he found himself on the fringe of a society devoted to 
some strictly demonic enterprise. 

The very bookshop in which Victor Keirion was now browsing 
represented only the most recent digression in a search without progress. But 
he had learned to be cautious and would try to waste as little time as possible 
in determining whether or not there was anything for him here. Thus, he 
intently flipped through the pages of one book after another. 


Absorbed as he was in perusing so much verbiage, he was startled when 


someone with a voice like that of a child spoke to him. 

“Have you seen our friend?” asked a nearby voice, startling him 
somewhat. Victor Keirion turned to face the stranger. The man was rather 
small and wore a black overcoat; his hair was also black and fell loosely across 
his forehead. Besides his general appearance, there was also something about 
his presence that made one think of a crow, a scavenging creature in wait. 
“Has he come out of his sanctum?” the man asked, gesturing toward the 
empty desk and the dark area behind it. 

“Tm sorry, I haven’t seen anyone,” Keirion replied. “I only now noticed 
you.” 

“I can’t help being quiet. Look at these little feet,” the man said, 
indicating his highly polished pair of black shoes. Without thinking, Keirion 
looked down; then, feeling duped, he looked up again at the smiling stranger. 

“You look very bored,” said the human crow. 

“Tm sorry?” 

“Never mind. I can see that I’m bothering you.” Then the man walked 
away, his coat flapping slightly, and began scanning some distant bookshelves. 
“T’ve never seen you in here before,” he said from across the room. 

“T’ve never been in here before,” Keirion answered. 

“Have you ever read this?” the stranger asked, pulling down a book and 
holding up its wordless black cover. 

“Never,” Keirion replied without so much as glancing at the book. 
Somehow this seemed the best action to take with this character, who 
appeared to be foreign in some indefinable way. 

“Well, you must be looking for something special,” continued the other 
man, replacing the black book on its shelf. “And I know what that’s like, 
when you're looking for something very special. Have you ever heard of a 
book, an extremely special book, that is not...yes, that is not about something, 
but actually is that something?” 

For the first time the obnoxious stranger had managed to intrigue 
Keirion rather than annoy him. “That sounds...” he started to say, but then 


the other man exclaimed: 


“There he is, there he is. Excuse me.” 

It seemed that the proprietor—that mutual friend—had finally made his 
appearance and was now standing behind the desk, looking toward his two 
customers. “My friend,” said the crow-man as he stepped with outstretched 
hand over to the smoothly bald and softly fat gentleman. The two of them 
shook hands. For a few moments they chatted quietly, much too quietly for 
Victor Keirion to hear what they were saying. Then the crowman was 
invited behind the desk, and—led by the corpulent bookseller—made his way 
into the darkness at the back of the shop. In a distant corner of that darkness 
the brilliant rectangle of a doorway suddenly flashed into outline, admitting 
through its frame a large, two-headed shadow. 

Left alone among the worthless volumes of that shop, Victor Keirion felt 
the sad frustration of the uninvited, the abandoned. More than ever he had 
become infected with hopes and curiosities of an indeterminable kind. And he 
soon found it impossible to remain outside that radiant little room the other 
two had entered, and at whose door he presently stood in silence. 

The room was a cramped cubicle within which stood another cubicle 
formed by free-standing bookcases, creating four very narrow aisleways in the 
space between them. From the doorway he could not see how the inner 
cubicle might be entered, but he heard the voices of the others whispering 
within. Stepping quietly, he began making his way along the perimeter of the 
room, his eyes surveying a wealth of odd-looking volumes. 

Immediately he sensed that something of a special nature awaited his 
discovery, and the evidence for this intuition began to build. Each book that 
he examined served as a clue in this delirious investigation, a cryptic sign 
which engaged his powers of interpretation and imparted the faith to proceed. 
Many of the works were written in foreign languages he did not read; some 
appeared to be composed in ciphers based on familiar characters and others 
seemed to be transcribed in a wholly artificial cryptography. But in every one 
of these books he found an oblique guidance, some feature of more or less 
indirect significance: a strangeness in the typeface, pages and bindings of 


uncommon texture, abstract diagrams suggesting no orthodox ritual or occult 


system. Even greater anticipation was inspired by certain illustrated plates, 
mysterious drawings and engravings that depicted scenes and situations unlike 
anything he could name. And such works as Cynothoglys or The Noctuary of 
Tine conveyed schemes so bizarre, so remote from known texts and treatises 
of the esoteric tradition, that he felt assured of the sense of his quest. 

The whispering grew louder, though no more distinct, as he edged 
around a corner of that inner cubicle and anxiously noted the opening at its 
far end. At the same time he was distracted, for no apparent reason, by a 
small grayish volume leaning within a gap created by oversized tomes on 
either side. The little book had been set upon the highest shelf, making it 
necessary for him to stretch himself, as if on an upright torture rack, to reach 
it. Trying not to give away his presence by the sounds of his pain, he finally 
secured the ashen-colored object—as pale as his own coloring—between the 
tips of his first two fingers. Mutely he strained to slide it quietly from its 
place. This act accomplished, he slowly shrunk down to his original stature 
and looked into the book’s brittle pages. 

It seemed to be a chronicle of strange dreams. Yet somehow the passages 
he examined were less a recollection of unruled visions than a tangible 
incarnation of them, not mere rhetoric but the thing itself, just as the crow 
man had described. The use of language in the book was arrantly unnatural 
and the book’s author unknown. Indeed, the text conveyed the impression of 
speaking for itself and speaking only to itself, its words being like shadows 
that were cast by no forms outside the book. But though this volume 
appeared to be composed in a vernacular of mysteries, its words did inspire a 
sure understanding and created in their reader a visceral apprehension of the 
phenomenon to which the characters cut into the front of the book gave 
name. Passing his right forefinger across these gnarled letters, which appeared 
to be deeply engraved into the volume’s stiffly bound surface, Victor Keirion 
could not feel their physicality. It was as if he intuited the word they spelled 
out: Vastarien. Could this book be a kind of invocation of a world in waiting 
of genesis? And was it a world at all? Rather the unreal essence of one, all 


natural elements purged from it by an ineffable process of extraction, all days 


distilled into dreams and nights into nightmares. Each passage he entered in 
the book both enchanted and appalled him with images and incidents so 
freakish and chaotic that his usual sense of these terms disintegrated along 
with everything else. Rampant oddity seemed to be the rule of the realm, 
while imperfection was the paradoxical source of idealities—miracles of 
aberrance and marvels of miscreation. There was horror, undoubtedly. But it 
was a horror uncompromised by any feeling of lost joy or a thwarted 
searching for the good. Instead, there was proffered a deliverance by 
damnation. And if Vastarien was a nightmare, it was a nightmare 
transformed in spirit by the utter absence of refuge: nightmare made normal. 

“Tm sorry, I didn’t see that you had drifted in here,” said the bookseller 
in a high thin voice. He had just emerged from the inner chamber of the room 
and was standing with arms folded across his wide chest. “Please don’t touch 
anything. And may I take that from you?” The right arm of the bookseller 
reached out, then returned to its former place when the man with the pale 
eyes did not relinquish the merchandise. 

“I think I would like to purchase it,” said Keirion. “I’m sure I would, 
ite 

“Of course, if the price is reasonable,” finished the bookseller. “But who 
knows, you might not be able to appreciate how valuable these books can be. 
The one in your hands,” he said, removing a little pad and pencil from inside 
his jacket and scribbling briefly. He ripped off the top sheet and held it up for 
the would-be buyer to see, then confidently put away all writing materials, as 
if that would be the end of it. 

“But there must be some latitude for bargaining,” Keirion protested. 

“Tm afraid not,” answered the bookseller. “Not with something that is 
the only one of its kind, as are many of these volumes. Yet the book you are 
holding, that single copy...” 

A hand touched the bookseller’s shoulder and seemed to switch off his 
voice. Then the crow-man stepped into the aisleway, his eyes fixed upon the 
object under discussion, and asked: “Don’t you find that the book is 


somewhat...difficult?” 


“Difficult,” repeated Keirion. “I’m not sure... If you mean that the 
language is strange, I would have to agree, but—” 

“No,” interjected the bookseller, “that’s not what he means at all.” 

“Excuse us for a moment,” said the crow-man. 

Then both men went back into the inner room, where they whispered 
for some time. When the whispering ceased, the bookseller came forth and 
announced that there had been a mistake. The book, while something of a 
curiosity, was worth a good deal less than the price earlier quoted. The 
revised evaluation, while still costly, was within the means of this particular 


buyer, who agreed at once to pay it. 


Thus began Victor Keirion’s preoccupation with a certain book and a certain 
hallucinated world, though to make a distinction between these two 
phenomena ultimately seemed an error. The book, indeed, did not merely 
describe that strange world but, in some obscure fashion, was a true 
composition of the thing itself, its very form incarnate. 

Each day thereafter he studied the hypnotic episodes of the little book; 
each night, as he dreamed, he carried out shapeless expeditions into its 
fantastic topography. To all appearances it seemed he had discovered the 
summit or abyss of the unreal, that utopia of exhaustion, confusion, and debris 
where reality ends and where one may dwell among its ruins. And it was not 
long before he found it necessary to revisit that twelve-sided shop, intending 
to question the obese bookseller on the matter of the book and unintentionally 
learning the truth of how it came to be sold. 

When he arrived at the bookstore, sometime in the middle of a grayish 
afternoon, Victor Keirion was surprised to find that the door, which had 
opened so freely on his previous visit, was now firmly locked. It would not 
even rattle in its frame when he nervously pushed and pulled on the handle. 
Since the interior of the store was lighted, he took a coin from his pocket and 


began tapping on the glass. Finally, someone came forward from the shadows 


of the back room. 

“Closed,” the bookseller pantomimed on the other side of the glass. 

“But—” Keirion argued, pointing to his wristwatch. 

“Nevertheless,” the wide man shouted. Then, after scrutinizing the 
disappointed patron, the bookseller unlocked the door and opened it far 
enough to carry on a brief conversation. “And what is it I can do for you? ’m 
closed, so you'll have to come some other time if—” 

“I only wanted to ask you something. Do you remember the book that I 
bought from you some days ago?” 

“Yes, I remember,” replied the bookseller, as if quite prepared for the 
question. “And let me say that I was quite impressed, as of course was...the 
other man.” 

“Impressed?” Keirion repeated. 

“Ecstatic is more the word in his case,” continued the bookseller. “He 
said to me, “The book has found its reader,’ and what could I do but agree 
with him?” 

“T’m afraid I don’t understand,” said Keirion. 

The bookseller blinked and said nothing. After a few moments he 
reluctantly explained: “I was hoping that by now you would understand. He 
hasn’t contacted you? The man who was in here that day?” 

“No, why should he?” 

The bookseller blinked again and said: “Well, I suppose there’s no reason 
for you to stand out there. It’s getting very cold, don’t you feel it? Please come 
in.” As Victor Keirion entered, the bookseller stuck his head outside, looking 
up the stairs that led down to his shop and scanning as much of the street 
above as he could see. Then he closed the door and pulled Keirion a little to 
one side of it, whispering: “There’s just one thing I would like to tell you. I 
made no mistake the other day about the price of that book. And it was that 
price which was paid by the other man, minus the small amount that you 
contributed. I didn’t cheat anyone, least of all him. He would have been 
happy to pay even more to get that book into your hands. And though ’m 


not exactly sure of his reasons, I think you should know that.” 


“But why didn’t he simply purchase the book for himself?” asked 
Keirion. 

The bookseller seemed confused. “It was of no use to him. Perhaps it 
would have been better if you hadn’t given yourself away when he asked you 
about the book. How much you knew.” 

“But I don’t know anything, apart from what I’ve read in the book itself. 
I came here to look into its provenance.” 

“Its provenance? You're the one who should be telling me about that. I 
didn’t even know I had that book on my shelves. I tried to price it out of your 
hands, but I should have expected that he wouldn’t allow that. I’m not asking 
anything of you, don’t misunderstand. I’ve already violated every precept of 
discretion in this matter. This is such an exceptional case, though. Very 
impressive, if in fact you are the reader of that book.” 

Realizing that, at best, he had been led into a dialogue of mystification, 
and possibly one of lies, Victor Keirion had no regrets when the bookseller 
held the door open for him to leave. 

But before long he learned why the bookseller had been so impressed 
with him, and why the crow-like stranger had been so generous: the bestower 
of the book who was blind to its mysteries. In due course he learned that the 
stranger had given only so that he might possess the thing he could gain in no 
other way, that he was reading the book with borrowed eyes and stealing its 
secrets from the soul of its rightful reader. At last it became clear what was 
happening to him, and how his strange nights of dreaming were being affected 
from inside. 

This phenomenon was not immediately apparent, though. For several 
more nights, as the outlines of Vastarien slowly pushed through the obscurity 
of his sleep, a vast terrain emerged from its own profound slumber and 
loomed forth from a place without coordinates or dimension. And as the 
oddly angled monuments became manifest once again, they seemed to expand 
and soar high above, coaxing his sight toward them. Progressively the scene 
acquired nuance and articulation; steadily the creation became dense and 


intricate within its black womb. The streets were sinuous entrails winding 


through that dark body, and each edifice was the jutting bone of a skeleton 
hung with a thin musculature of shadows. 

But little by little, Victor Keirion began noticing that something was in 
the course of change during his dreams. The world of Vasterien seemed more 
and more to be losing its consistency, its suchness. Then one night, just as his 
vision reached out to embrace fully the mysterious and jagged form of a given 
dream, it all appeared to pull away, abandoning him on the edge of a 
dreamless void. The treasured eidolon was receding, shrinking into the 
distance. Now all he could see was a single street bordered by two converging 
rows of buildings. And at the opposite end of that street, rising up taller than 
the buildings themselves, stood a great figure in silhouette. This colossus made 
no movement or sound but nonetheless increasingly dominated the horizon 
where the single remaining street seemed to end. From this position the 
towering shadow was absorbing all other shapes into its own, which 
gradually gained in stature as the dreamscape withdrew and diminished. And 
the outline of this titanic figure appeared to be that of a man, yet it was also 
that of a dark and devouring bird. 

Though Victor Keirion managed to awake before the scavenger had 
thoroughly consumed what was not its own, there was no assurance that he 
would always be able to do so and that the dream would not pass into the 
hands of another. And so he conceived and executed the act that was 
necessary to keep possession of what he had desired for so long. 

Vastarien, he whispered as he stood in the shadows and moonlight of 
that bare little room, where a monolithic metal door prevented his escape. 
Within that door a small square of thick glass was implanted so that he might 
be watched by day and by night. And there was an unbending web of heavy 
wire covering the window which overlooked the city that was not Vastarien. 
Never, chanted a voice which might have been his own. Then more 
insistently: I told him that. I told him. Never, never, never. 

When the door opened and some men in uniforms entered the room, 
they found Victor Keirion screaming to the raucous limits of his voice and 


trying to scale the thick metal mesh veiling the window, as if he were 


dragging himself along some unlikely route of liberation. Of course, they 
pulled him to the floor; and they stretched him out upon the bed, where his 
wrists and ankles were tightly strapped. Then through the doorway strode a 
nurse who carried a slender syringe crowned with a silvery needle. 

During the injection he continued to scream words which everyone in 
the room had heard before, each outburst developing the theme of his unjust 
confinement: how the man he had murdered was using him in a horrible way, 
a way impossible to explain or make credible. The man could not read the 
book—there, that book—and was stealing the dreams which the book had 
spawned. Stealing my dreams, he mumbled softly as the drug began to take 
effect. Stealing my... 

The stewards of Victor Keirion’s incarceration remained around his bed 
for a few moments, silently staring at its restrained occupant. Then one of 
them pointed to the book and initiated a conversation now familiar to them 
all. 

“What should we do with it? It’s been taken away enough times already, 
but then there’s always another that appears.” 

“And there’s no point to it. Look at these pages—nothing, nothing 
written anywhere.” 

“So why does he sit reading them for hours? He does nothing else.” 

“I think it’s time we told someone in authority.” 

“Of course, we could do that, but what exactly would we say? That a 
certain inmate should be forbidden from reading a certain book? That he 
becomes violent?” 

“And then they'll ask why we can’t keep the book away from him or 
him from the book. What should we say to that?” 

“There would be nothing we could say. Can you imagine what lunatics 
we would seem? As soon as we opened our mouths, that would be it for all of 
us.” 

“And when someone asks what the book means to him, or even what its 
name is...what would be our answer?” 


As if in response to this question, a word was uttered by the criminally 


insane creature bound to the bed. But none of them could understand the 
meaning of what he had said. They were part of a world of overbearing and 
yet deficient realities. They were shackled for life to their own bodies, while 
he was now in a place that owed nothing to corporeal existence. 

And never, it truly seemed, could he be forced to abandon this domain 


of wayward wonders. Never. 


